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ABSTRACT 

Critics now generally agree that The Temple is a unity, that it has a definite and 

deliberate structure and that George Herbert is a poet of order who ordered the 

collection in a very specific way. There is some agreement on the patterning of 

the initial poems and the last few, but agreement has not been reached 

concerning the precise nature and extent of the sequences. 

When the layout of poems in the Williams manuscript is taken into 

consideration, it can be seen that Herbert intended the layout of the poems on the 

page to reinforce associations between poems, particularly with the use of facing 

pages, and to show where sequences begin and end. The evidence suggests that 

some of the poems act as internal structural markers to define sequences (for 

example, "The Altar" and "Easter-wings"), and that seven major sequences so 

defined organise the central section of The Temple, "The Church". Within 

some of these lie smaller sub-sequences sometimes overlapping one another, 

sometimes containing yet smaller clusters of poems. In some sequences the 

poems are sequentially arranged while in others the poems are scattered 

throughout the collection. A new dimension is added to the reading of each 

poem when read with an understanding, of its place within its sequence and 

within the larger work. 

The collection as a whole is organised around a number of organising images 

including the Old Testament tabernacle, the physical building and liturgy of the 

Church of England, the people of God, the individual believer, and the Bible. In 

the past, critics have argued the case for one organising image as opposed to 

other possibilities yet the fabric of The Temple is much richer than this and, in 
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effect, layers of images exist simultaneously, informing and enriching one 

another. 

Herbert's carefui ordering of The Temple is what one would expect given his 

training and the intellectual and religious climate in which he lived. An 

examination of seventeenth century ideas of structure explains why Herbert 

structured the collection as he did. Rhetorical structures and spatial concepts in 

memory training, emblematic and numerical structures, the structure of formal 

meditation and catechistical structures shaped Herbert's thinking and his ideas 

about form. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The significance of the structure of The Temple, George Herbert's collection of 

English poems, has been an area of critical debate for many years. As early as 17 15 

George Ryley could not see "any exact method in the poems but a variety of 

contemplations and private ejaculations" (20) and for over two hundred years this 

position was not challenged. Over the past fifty years, however, considerable 

attention has been given to Herbert's intentions concerning the design of the work. 

In 1905 George Herbert Palmer attempted a chronological reordering of the poems 

in what must stand as one of the grossest acts of editorial licence ever perpetrated 

upon a literary work. Palmer's thesis was that the poems in the Williams 

manuscript were written earlier than the other poems so, with this starting point and 

with the subject matter of the poems themselves, he divided them into three periods 

of composition: the Cambridge period, up to 1627; the Crisis period, 1627 to 1630; 

and the Bemerton period, 1630 to 1633. Clearly, Palmer considered Herbert's own 

sequencing of the poems insignificant; however, his reordering of the collection was 

" arbitrary and unconvincing" as F. E. Hutchinson asserted in 19 1 1 (" Sacred Poets" 

34). Many years later Amy Charles pointed out that Palmer's reordering "conveyed 

the impression of a spiritual life ending in discontent and defeat rather than the joy 

Herbert intended" ("Williams MS" 59). 

By the 1930s, commentators were exploring the structure of individual poems but 

tended not to extend their observations to the collection as a whole. For example, in 

1934 Joan Bennett noted the dialectical structure of Herbert's poems: "Herbert 

states his premises with precision, usually by means of an image, in the tone of a 

prose argument" (56). In the same year, J. B. Leishman argued that Herbert was "a 



poet of poems and not, like so many of his contemporaries and predecessors, of 

passages" (120). However, two years later Helen C. White described the 

organisation of the poems as "metaphysical" : 

There is an organisation, but it is metaphysical in the sense in which Dr. 
Johnson objected to metaphysical and not in the dominance of logic that is 
characteristic of Donne's and of Herbert's own metaphysical organization 
within the individual poem. . . . [the poems] gravitate into little centers and 
. . . form, as it were, beads of verse, sometimes loosely strung along the 
thread of a central procedure, more often not. (167-68) 

White suggested that Herbert may have been ordering the poems when ill health 

interrupted him "so that what we have now is a partially organized whole" (162). 

In 1941 Hutchinson described Herbert as "a poet who had a peculiar delight in 

'neatness' and form" (viii), noting the pedect adaptation of form to content in 

individual poems but not extending this observation to the collection as a whole. 

Also in the 1940s, Rosemond Tuve and Rosemary Freeman made significant 

contributions to our understanding of Herbert's use of emblematic imagery, his 

thematic concern with divine love and power, and the relationship between 

individual poems and traditional analogies fiom medieval theology. Little progress 

was made, however, in extending these observations to larger structures within the 

collection. 

In 1954 Margaret Bottrall discussed Herbert's " architectonic skill" (99), agreeing 

with White that ill health had stopped Herbert &om completing his intended 

arrangement of the poems: 

Nor does The Temple give the impression of a completed book. Although 
some of the poems have been so arranged as to suggest a deliberate 
structure, the scheme is actually a very elusive one, and they tend to fall into 
small groups, related tenuously if at all. Mortal sickness cut short Herbert's 
writing of poetry; and it is his early death that accounts for the illogicalities 
and lacunae in the framework of The Temple. (57) 

Bottrall suggested that Herbert had intended to take his readers on a journey around 



a church building, and to celebrate the church year with poems named af3er 

Christian feasts and seasons, but that these two projects were not completed (60-61). 

She argued that an appreciation of these "deficiencies" was the motivating factor 

behind Christopher Harvey's publication of The Synagogue in 1640: 

The deficiencies in both these schemes evidently struck Christopher Harvey, 
another country parson and a devoted admirer of Herbert, who in 1640 
published The Synagogue, or The Shadow of the Temple, in imitation of Mr. 
George Herbert. This collection of verses was often included in subsequent 
editions of The Temple, presumably because the completion of Herbert's 
two projects commended itself to readers. Harvey wrote on The Church- 
Yard, The Church-Stile, The Church-gate, The Church Walls, Church 
Utensils . . . he also completed the Christian Year scheme. (61) 

However, this notion of an incomplete work did not appeal to Bottrall's 

contemporaries who saw in the work evidence of far more organisation than she had 

observed. 

1954 was a significant year for Herbert criticism with the publication of Louis 

Martz's The Poetry of Meditation and Joseph Summer's George Herbert: His 

Religion and Art. Summers argued that "a pattern symbolic of divine order" links 

the poems in a continuous flow within which minor sequences move from one into 

the next, and he saw that the form of the volume is often the key to understanding 

individual poems (86). He argued that the temple image of the collection's title is a 

symbol for the individual believer, the temple of the Holy Spirit according to the 

Pauline epistles, so that The Temple is a record of the typical Christian life (86). 

Exploring Herbert's understanding of the relationship between worship and order, 

Summers observed that "the ultimate method of reflecting God's glory was the 

creation of a work of decency and order, a work of beauty, whether a church, an 

ordered poem, or an ordered life" (84). 

Martz argued that the structure of The Temple is "built upon the art of mental 

communion" (288), noting the links between poems and seeing that sometimes: 

the poems tend to run in short sequences thematically linked, with one poem 



acting as an answer to the preceding. But when this occurs the verse-forms 
are so various that any obvious link is avoided, and indeed the linkage is 
often so light that it is easily overlooked. (296-97) 

Martz noted that the Williams manuscript is a skeleton of the published Temple with 

the same tripartite structure of " Church-porch" -"Church" -" Church Militant" 

(288). He saw Herbert's links between poems and the richness of the tapestry these 

links create, but overlooked the presence of distinctive marker poems defining 

particular sequences. Consequently, in identifying sequences of poems he tended to 

miss beginnings and endings. For example, in calling the group of poems from 

"The Altar" to " H. Baptisme" a " sacramental introduction" (292), he overlooked 

the significance of the two pattern poems, "The Altar" and "Easter-wings", in 

defining the introductory sequence. However, Martz was not primarily concerned 

with identifying specific sequences but with demonstrating the continuity of the 

poetry and the unity of the work. His observation that the poetry is meditational was 

astyte, but, as he admitted, not necessarily because Herbert was influenced by the 

(largely Catholic) writers Martz referred to but because they all had a common 

source in the Bible. 

Around this time other critics were also noting the unity of the work and the 

deliberate patterning and order of its structure. Writing in 1957, T. S. Eliot 

argued that The Temple is "a book constructed according to a plan," that "what has 

at first the appearance of a succession of beautiful but separate lyrics, comes to 

reveal itself as a continued religious meditation with an intellectual framework" (On 

Poets and Poetry 45). Eliot commented on the unity of the underlying pattern and 

the way unity and variety interact to create a work of far greater literary significance 

than commentators had generally realised (46-52). 

By the 1960s critics generally agreed that The Temple is a unity and discussion 

flourished concerning the nature of this unity. Writing in 1961 Elizabeth Stambler 

explained the unity of the work by comparing it to a volume of courtly love poetry, 

considering the book to be unified by the dramatic persona and recurring images in 



the same way that such features unify a volume of courtly love poems. However, 

she saw the form of the collection as "a persistent alternation of contrarieties" with 

no final resolution in the sahe way that volumes of love lyrics were without 

conclusion (253-63). In the same year, Helen Gardner praised the correspondence 

between thought, feeling and form she observed in the poems of The Temple, noting 

that: 

the connexions from poem to poem are not systematic: they are subtle 
relations of theme and mood and thought, groups of poems forming 
variations on the ground theme of the book, the love of God for man. (xviii) 

The following year, Fredson Bowers described the organisation of the collection as 

a succession of developing sequences that work out major themes, clusters of 

images marking some sections, narrative continuity marking others. He showed that 

Herbert planned "large sections of The Temple for a cumulative effect that could be 

gained only by reading a sequence in order and understanding its larger theme" 

(202). Although the criticism had come this far, some commentators were still 

arguing that Herbert's ordering of the poems was not significant. For example, 

writing in 1964, R. G. Howarth expressed his preference for Palmer's reorganisation 

of the poems. 

In 1962, J. D. Walker published an innovative analysis of the structure of The 

Temple. He saw a multi-dimensional structure of architectural, cosmological, 

temporal and spiritual analogies informing the work, these strands integrated finally 

in "The Church Militant" where the soul, united with God, sees the past, present 

and future clearly. Walker compared the three sections of the collection, "The 

Church-porch", "The Church" and "The Church Militant", to the tripartite 

structure of the Hebraic temple with its porch or outer court, its holy place, and its 

holy of holies. From this architectural analogy, he developed similar comparisons 

to the lower, middle and upper regions of the cosmos; the three stages of human 

life: youth, maturity, and old age and death; and the soul's progress from its first 

commitment to Christ, to spiritual maturity, and finally to its union with God after 

death (290-91). Walker's observations tended to emphasise the three major 



divisions of the collection rather than the smaller sequences, and consequently some 

of the details of his argument are not fully supported by a close reading of the text as 

various later commentators were to show (for example, Rickey, Uimost Art 4 and 

Lewalski, Prostestant Poetics 288). 

Two years later, George Watson asserted that Herbert lacked the temperament to 

build a whole collection of poems around a single emblem or visual image. He saw 

Herbert's use of a metaphorical title as signifying his commitment to the priestly 

life, not as a unifying image as Walker had argued. He attempted to prove his case 

by exposing what he saw as the fallacy of the "directly visual" order of porch-lintel- 

church because the altar breaks this purely visual order and "the altar, of course, 

does not stand immediately inside the door of the church" (356). The altar did, 

however, stand immediately inside the door of the Hebraic tabernacle according to 

Exodus 40:6, and this fact alone demonstrates the simplistic and one dimensional 

nature of Watson's analysis. Nevertheless, he did make a useful contribution to the 

criticism in his interpretation of the temple as "Herbert himself as priest" (357). 

In 1966, Charles A. Pennel and William P. Williams argued that The Temple is not 

merely autobiographical but is a combination of the quest and self-examination, the 

literary and the devotional, with the structure of a pilgrimage. They saw the three 

major sections of the collection as symbolic of preparation, worship and service in 

the world (37-39). Valerie Carnes developed these ideas further in 1968, arguing 

that the unity of the collection flows fiom an analogy between religion and art: 

The theory of art implicit in the work as a whole assumes the form of a cycle 
of which God is both origin and end; the Divine Logos is allowed to descend 
earthward in visual or imagistic form and to re-ascend in verbal form as the 
poet's own song of praise. (509) 

Carnes saw each section of the poetry as representative of one phase of this cycle: 

"The Church-porch" representing the simple image with didactic intent, "The 

Church" representing symbol and "The Church Militant" representing mythic 

expression (524). Similarly, she understood the tripartite structure of the collection 



to signifjr the three areas of memory, understanding and will, and the three phases of 

the Mass: consecration, sacrifice and communion (524-25). 

In the same year, Sara William Hanley agreed that the title of the work is a major 

metaphor giving unity to the collection as well as to certain clusters of poems within 

it. She suggested the title signified the temple of the soul, the temple of the 

Christian church and the eternal temple of the people of God, and that at the centre 

of each temple is the God who created and inhabits it. 

Amy Charles' work on the Williams manuscript in 1971 led her to record her 

conviction that the poems were deliberately ordered but that no one except Herbert 

would ever fully discern the reasoning behind the order (60). Although Charles 

suggested several sequences, they are somewhat unconvincing in that they reveal 

connections between poems but miss beginnings and endings. Yet her general 

observations concerning the complexity of the arrangement were insightful: 

The .final arrangement is infinitely more complex and subtle than that of the 
early manuscript, because the reader must discern and follow several orders 
at one time: the physical order in which he follows the poet through the 
preparatory stages into the church; a generally chronological arrangement 
leading from Holy Week and Easter through Whitsun and Christmas back 
through Lent; a theological arrangement leading from sin to salvation; and, 
most important, the spiritual arrangement in which the soul grows in 
knowledge and understanding of God's love toward man. (70) 

Writing in 1973, John R. Mulder praised Herbert's powers of organisation, seeing 

that form reinforces meaning in individual poems as well as in the overall structure 

of the collection. He noted that each poem is a reflection of a central spiritual 

experience, each from a slightly different angle, and argued, rather unconvincingly, 

that the use of italics in The Temple is a guide to the collection's design (37). The 

following year, Maria Thekla wrote of Herbert's love of variety, not only in stanzaic 

forms but in sequencing patterns, noting the inventive shifts in form within a poem 

and within a sequence. 



In 1974 Stanley Fish wrote a paper which he developed into a full length book four 

years later, The Living Temple: George Herbert and Catechizing, describing 

Herbert's use of Socratic rhetoric to "catechize the reader". He argued that 

Herbert's poetic strategy is closely related to the method of catechizing described in 

chapter 21 of Herbert's prose treatise A Priest to the Temple and saw this rhetorical 

strategy as consistent with Herbert's views on the moral purposes of poetry. Fish's 

significant contribution to our understanding of the poetry was somewhat marred by 

a tendency to force the poetry into a preordained mould. For example, the circular 

patterning he saw infoming the work denied the resolution the poetry achieves 

towards the end of "The Church", the "plateau of assurance" Martz had noted 

earlier, and elicits a tortuous reading of " Love [3]". 

Joseph Summers' contribution to the criticism has extended over five decades from 

the publication of George Herbert: His Religion and Art in 1954 to the present 

decade. In 1978 he wrote of the subtext or counter-statement underlying the 

temporal and logical progression of many of the poems, the implications of which 

become apparent slowly and with great subtlety. The effect, he argued, is to place 

the individual situations within a larger context "as if we viewed an event 

simultaneously in the light of both time and eternity" (7). 

In the same year, Sidney Gottlieb discussed Herbert's linking techniques and the 

models that influenced him: 

the linked verses in the Bible, the sonnet sequences, the practice of repeating 
and elaborating a theme in music, the stress on repetition found in Jesuit 
manuals of devotion, catechistical practice, textbooks on rhetoric and 
pedagogy. (39) 

He explored Herbert's use of titles to link poems, for example the five poems 

entitled "Affliction", " Church-monuments" and " Church-music" , " Mattens" 

followed by "Even-song", and titles summarising the plot such as the series from 

" Sinne" to "Prayer" (39). He noted also Herbert's use of repeated words, images 

and actions from one poem to another and poems which overlap to "build up a 



resonating pattern" (40). He argued that such obvious links work to prepare the 

reader for the more complicated and subtle linking patterns that are evident 

throughout the collection, and saw that the poetry calls for an active reader who is 

prepared to keep each poem in mind in the light of the next. His work on the 

thematic clusters such as the Altar sequence dealing with the crucifixion, the closing 

sequence on Last Things and the sequence dealing with the church setting opened 

the way for a clearer understanding of the collection's organisation. Gottlieb also 

noted the practice of other seventeenth century poets to go beyond a single poem to 

create a compositional unit with intricate and very complicated connections between 

poems, citing the work of Shakespeare, Donne and Sidney. 

Although Gottlieb had opened a door in Herbert criticism, commentators in the 

early part of the next decade were still focusing on the unity of the collection rather 

than investigating further Gottlieb's ideas on specific sequences. In 1980 John R. 

Mulder described the order of The Temple as imitative of "a pattern in experience" 

(3) whereby the individual is providentially guided to surrender self-will to the will 

of God. Also in 1980, Frances Malpezzi wrote of the sequential arrangement of 

poems to narrate the story of the individual "struggling to understand his role as 

Christian man, Christian poet, and Christian priest" (90). John T. Shawcross 

sumrnarised the critical position to date in his 1980 essay "Herbert's Double 

Poems" : 

It is a clich6 of criticism of the poetry of George Herbert that the stanzaic 
form, structure, and metrics of the individual poems in The Temple have 
major significance for meaning within each poem and within the sequence. 
. . . It has also become standard to view the collection as an organized 
sequence whose arrangement, first, leads the reader into the church and to 
the altar; second, has the reader reexperience the church year beginning with 
Christ's Passion; third, offers an allegorical journey through a person's 
physical and spiritual growth, and fourth, develops the poet's encounter with 
and conquest of artistic problems as he attempts to construct the temple of 
God, that is, every individual, and the animating spirit within. (21 1) 

In the same year Rodney Edgecombe discussed the use of images of enclosure as a 

structural and co-ordinating device and showed that "many poems of The Temple 



benefit fiom being read in the context of the whole design-that is, in the order in 

which they occur" (1 75). In 1981 Sharon Cadman Seelig explained that "to read 

The Temple without knowing its pattern, its direction, or its outcome, is 

troublesome" (7). However, Seelig argued that the collection does not have one 

shaping pattern but many patterns, that it is a maze whose pattern cannot be grasped 

fiom without (42). 

By the middle of the decade the criticism had moved from this reiteration of ideas 

about the general unity and sequential arrangement of the collection into a fuller 

investigation of Herbert's smaller sequences. In 1984 Bart Westerweel discussed 

the opening sequence of " The Church" : 

Herbert's two pattern poems mark off a group of poems that are related in 
theme, expression &d time. (64) 

Earlier, Fredson Bowers had described this opening sequence as extending fiom 

"The Altar" to "Jordan [I]", Louis Martz thought it went from " The Altar" to "H. 

Baptisme [2]" and Joseph Summers and Barbara Lewalski had seen that it extends 

fiom "The Altar" to "Easter-wings". Westerweel's observation that the precise 

beginning and end of the sequence are indicated by poems with distinctive features 

provided an important clue to unravelling the other sequences in the collection. 

In 1985 Gene Edward Veith interpreted the structure of the collection in terms of 

Reformation doctrines, the doctrines of election, calling, justification, sanctification 

and glorification defining what he saw to be the five sections of the work 

(Reformation Spirituality 41). Veith's interpretation offered some useful insights 

but had serious limitations. Most notably, he saw as "somewhat arbitrary" (135) 

the arrangement of poems in the long section on sanctification between "H. 

Baptisme [2]" and "Death"-143 out of a total of 164 poems. However, in 

confirming the opening and closing sequences Veith moved the criticism a step 

closer to a full understanding of Herbert's achievement. 



The following year, Richard Todd explained that "it is fruitful to seek order in 

smaller sequential units within The Temple" (20) and by 1987 many critics were 

discussing the features of individual sequences. For example, John Bienz referred 

to the Liturgical Year sequence which, he argued, contains all the poems with 

Prayer Book titles (1)' and described as the "two generally recognised sequences in 

The Temple" the Church Year sequence and the final sequence of eschatological 

poems (14). 

In 1991 John Tobin surnmarised the present critical position by stating that the 

presence of sequences in the poems is beyond question but that the exact nature of 

the sequences had not yet been established: 

These poems are in sequences shaped by the order of the Church calendar, 
or by theological ideas such as the eschatological four last things, death, 
judgement, heaven and hell or by moral or psychological principles. How 
extended any of the sequences is remains a matter of interpretative debate, 
but that such sequences are present is beyond question. (xii-xiii) 

To date, where commentators have identified sequences it has generally been on the 

basis of the thematic unity of the poems in the cluster or the similarity of their titles. 

As Herbert was at pains to ensure smooth transitions between sequences, this 

approach has resulted in different interpretations of the nature and extent of the 

sequences that have been identified. It is the work of this thesis to suggest a more 

precise way of establishing Herbert's intentions regarding the nature and extent of 

the sequences of "The Church" and to investigate the sequences so identified. I 

will argue that distinctive poems mark off sequences and that a multilayer system of 

organising images unites the sequences so formed. 

Westerweel's comments about the two pattern poems has led me to investigate 

similar matching pairs of poems each of which encloses a sequence united by some 



thematic element. As the pattern poems mark the two most important events in 

Christianity, the death and resurrection of Jesus, the next pair of what I term marker 

poems refer to the two most important sacraments of the Church of England, 

Baptism and Holy Communion. Another set of marker poems stands out from the 

surrounding poems by their parallel structure and literary form: "Love I" and "11" , 

the double sonnets, mark the beginning of a sequence which ends with the double 

sonnets "The H. Scriptures I" and "II". Each set of marker poems that I have 

uncovered has its own distinctive features and it has come as no surprise to discover 

that Herbert's choice of marker poems and his sequencing arrangements are as 

varied and as cleverly constructed as the poems themselves. The intense variety of 

sequencing patterns includes sequentially arranged poems marked at beginning and 

end by distinctive marker poems, sequences comprising poems scattered throughout 

the collection and marked by identical titles, sequences marked by a similarity or 

some logical link in their poems' titles, and circular patterning where the poems 

cluster around a central marker poem. 

Many of the marker poems provide striking visual images such as "A Wreath", 

reminiscent both of a victor's floral wreath and the wreath upon a grave, an 

appropriate image to mark the beginning of the sequence dealing with death and 

heaven. Others are thematically linked; for example, "Whitsunday" and "Trinitie 

Sunday" are named after liturgical festivals which mark one week in the church 

calendar and in the poetry define the Liturgical Week sequence, while "Mattens" 

and "Even-song" define the sequence which represents one liturgical day (see 

Appendix A for a diagrammatic representation of the various marker poems and 

their sequences). It is the marker poems that give clear definition to the extent and 

thematic focus of each sequence. Their rich diversity and subtlety enrich the 

poetry, and a complete understanding of each poem can only be reached when one 

takes into account the position of the individual poem within its sequence, and the 

position of the sequence within the greater frame. This is why Eliot can say, "There 

is something we get from the whole book, which is more than the sum of its parts" 

(On Poetry and Poets 45). 



The more obvious marker poems, such as the two pattern poems, serve to prepare 

the reader for the subtler marker poems that follow in the same way that the obvious 

links of titles and repetition that Gottlieb noted "help prepare the reader for the 

more subtle and complicated linking patterns that appear throughout the volume" 

(42). When the overall pattern of sequences is examined, those toward the 

beginning of "The Church" tend to be concerned with the believer's public role 

while those following tend generally to be concerned with the personal relationship 

to Christ. This suggests that Patricia Fumerton's observations concerning 

Renaissance love poetry may be pertinent also to Herbert's structuring of The 

Temple. Furnerton compares the public oil paintings, hung usually in halls or dining 

rooms, to the private and intimate miniatures which were often kept in private boxes 

within the private apartments of the aristocracy, and draws the parallel to private 

love poems: 

in order to read a private love poem, therefore, one had to pass through the 
same succession of outer public " roomsv-the many antechambers as well 
as ornamental boxes-that allowed access to, but also kept secret, the 
miniature. (87) 

The idea of the private within the public seems to match what Herbert does in The 

Temple; there is notably more shape to the public area, the marker poems are 

clearer and the structure more evident, whereas at the heart of the collection the 

marker poems become more subtle. 

Compelling evidence for Herbert's use of marker poems to define the sequences of 

the collection is to be found in the earliest manuscript of The Temple. In fact, the 

manuscript evidence suggests that Herbert not only employed marker poems but 

that his intention was to use the layout of the collection to signpost these poems and 

the sequences they define. Although the Bodleian manuscript has received the 

greater critical attention to date, it is the earlier Williams manuscript that indicates 

Herbert's intention to reinforce the internal structure of the collection visually. 



The sequences so formed are structured around a variety of organising images 

which act as shaping patterns for the collection. In describing "the metaphysical 

cast of mind", Sharon Seelig describes perfectly the technique Herbert employs: 

The metaphysical cast of mind, even the metaphysical conceit, is . . . an 
attitude that is the product of centuries of biblical scholarship and religious 
meditation, originating in the methods of exegesis' that related the Old 
Testament to the New by types and antitypes, that saw in a single passage or 
event several kinds or levels of meaning, that saw in nature traces of the 
eternal, that found in the Book of Creatures a reflection of that other Book of 
God, the Bible. (1) 

In just this way each sequence may permit several readings relating to one or more 

of the organising images around which the collection is designed, and it is these 

organising images which inform and give shape to the work as a whole. John Tobin 

describes Herbert as a: 

poet of order, one who accepts the idea of a divine plan for the universe and 
a clear place for man within that design . . . in a church elegantly ordered in 
its rituals . . . [and] this order operates in Herbert's poetry on several levels. 
(xii)- 

These several levels are the various organising images operating simultaneously 

throughout the collection. The Old Testament tabernacle is one such image which 

informs the structure of "The Church" and many of its smaller sequences. For 

example, the opening Altar sequence pictures the brazen altar which stood just 

inside the door of the tabernacle and, throughout the Scriptures, typifies the cross. 

The Altar sequence also conveys the beginning of the Christian life as the believer 

identifies with Christ's death and resurrection and is thereby enabled to enter the 

church. In just this way, a sequence may relate to several organising images 

simultaneously, but not every sequence relates to every organising image; rather, 

the different images are visited and revisited so that an intricate and complex pattern 

is built up. 

The church building and liturgy of the Church of England is another organising 

image informing and giving shape to the whole. It lies like a film or clear template 



across the tabernacle image, each informing and enriching the other. The names of 

the first long poem and the middle section, "The Church-porch" and "The Church" 

immediately suggest the church building, and the smaller Church Building 

sequence evokes many of its features and furnishings. Similarly, the liturgy as 

presented in The Book of Common Prayer is featured with the celebration of Holy 

Communion and Baptism, Mattens and Evensong, so that the image is not merely 

of a static building but of an active centre of worship. 

Moreover, the structure of The Temple mirrors the structure of the Bible, also 

seemingly a jumble of diverse pieces but actually undergirded by a definite structure 

which gives it unity and shape. Yet another organising image is the people of God, 

the composite of believers who together make up the spiritual church. At the same 

time, the individual believer's physical and spiritual development is pictured, an 

important aspect of which is the development of the believer's prayer life from 

formal monologue to intimate dialogue with God. 

These orgaiiising images, interlocking and informing one another, build a vivid 

picture of God's dwelling place on earth: in Mosaic times, the tabernacle; in the 

Christian era, the church. The dwelling place of God on earth is the Body of Christ 

comprising those who have identified with the death and resurrection of Jesus; 

simultaneously, it is each believing heart. In Diana Benet's words: 

as Herbert depicts it, the Christian life is a unity of the personal and the 
communal, the particular and the typical, the immediate and the timeless. 
(63) 

It is in order to explore the multifaceted nature of God's dwelling place on earth that 

Herbert develops this complex of images through an elaborate pattern of sequences 

with their diverse marker poems. The intricacy and beauty of the design are his 

attempt to mirror the beauty of God's presence in a believing heart, in a people 

surrendered to God, and in a place set apart for worship. 



Criticism of The Temple to date has focused very largely on individual poems taken 

out of context and this has tended to confirm Herbert's status as a minor poet. 

Although some attention has been paid to the unity of the work and connections 

between poems, comparatively little work has been done on the sequencing 

arrangements, many commentators arguing that the patterns are too subtle, 

incomplete or simply not there. The present work builds on the insightful analyses 

of recent critics such as Bart Westerweel and Sidney Gottlieb who have suggested 

that there is much more to Herbert's sequencing arrangements than has formerly 

been noted. In doing so, it attempts to go through the door these critics have 

opened, to look more closely into the nature of The Temple's sequential patterning, 

and to suggest that when Herbert's achievement is fully realised, he can no longer 

be viewed merely as a minor poet in the shadow of John Donne and the 

metaphysical school. 



SECTION ONE 

BACKGROUND 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE MANUSCRIPT EVIDENCE 

There are two extant manuscripts of The Temple, the Williams manuscript, so called 

because it resides in Dr Williams's Library in London, and The Bodleian 

manuscript housed at Oxford. There has been considerable critical interest in the 

Bodleian manuscript since the publication of the facsimile edition in 1984 and, 

more recently, Mario Di Cesare's fascinating diplomatic edition. The response to 

these two publications has largely reinforced the significance of this manuscript in 

understanding Herbert's achievement, yet its one great limitation must be kept in 

mind if further insight into Herbert's intention is to be gained. As Amy Charles, 

Di Cesare and a host of others have pointed out, Herbert never saw the Bodleian 

manuscript. It is a copy of Herbert's original notes, now lost, which was 

produced under the supervision of Nicholas Ferrar at Little Gidding soon after the 

poet's death. 

The Williams manuscript, on the other hand, was copied under Herbert's close 

supervision and edited in his own hand. However, it has its own limitations. It is 

an early draft of The Temple including only a third of the poems, and many of 

these are in an order different from that of the later and fuller work. However, a 

close examination of its pages reveals the careful and deliberate layout of the 

poems. In her bibliographic description of the Williams manuscript Margaret 

Crum notes that the book was already bound when the poems were copied, that it 
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is a type of notebook common in the seventeenth century and often written in 

from front and back, and that guide lines were ruled according to the exact 

requirements of each stanza (Facs W,  x-xii). 

Amy Charles observes the careful arrangement of the poems according to a 

deliberate, "visually effective" plan and the use of facing pages to present related 

poems or one complete poem (Facs W, xii-xiii). It looks as though the 

positioning of "The Church-porch" and "The Church Militant" was marked out 

and these poems copied first with the poems of "The Church" arranged careklly 

within the confines of the remaining space. In the manuscript there is a mark 

across the top left corner at the beginning of "The Church-porch" and at the 

begikng of "The Church Militant". It is tempting to imagine Herbert marking 

the little blank notebook to indicate where these poems were to begin so that they 

could be copied first and the poems of "The Church" written in the intervening 

space at a later time. Nowhere else in the manuscript is there a similar mark. A 

close examination of the Williams manuscript has convinced me that had Herbert 

supervised the copying of the Bodleian manuscript it would be a significantly 

different work. 

Herbert was a highly visual poet. This is clear from the layout of individual 

poems, especially "The Altar" and "Easter-wings", but is also evident in his 

layout of the collection as a whole as we have it in the Williams manuscript. His 

use of facing pages to present one visual unit means that a visual unit begins on 

the verso of the preceding folio and ends on the following recto. It also means 

that the verso marks the beginning and the recto the end. This is evident in his 

layout of the obviously paired poems such as the two "Easter-wings" poems and 

"Love I" and "11", and indicates a relationship between poems where this may 

not be immediately obvious, such as the unit comprising "Good Friday" and 

"The Sinner". In this way Herbert uses facing pages to define a unit of thought, 

but clearly many of his units are longer than two pages. Where this is the case the 
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unit still begins on the verso and ends on the recto. For example, "The 

Thanksgiving" begins on the verso, continues through the following recto and 

ends on the next verso, with "The Second Thanks-giving" positioned on the 

following recto to complete the unit of four pages or two sets of facing pages. 

In longer poems the principle still holds. For example, the refrain of "The 

Sacrifice", "Was ever grief like mine?', is written in full the first three times it 

appears and thenceforth only at the top of each verso page, not at the top of every 

page as Hutchinson has it (Works 27-34). Every other time it appears it is in the 

abbreviated form "Was ever gr.", forcing the reader to " learn" the line which 

subtly heightens the power of the question. In the penultimate set of facing pages, 

"Never was grief like mine" forms the last line of the recto page, the end 

position, and this pattern is duplicated on the final set of facing pages. Hence, the 

pattern of beginning the verso with "Was ever grief like mine?" and ending the 

recto with "Never was grief like mine" is repeated on the last two openings of the 

poem. The duplication of this pattern creates a double impact, visually 

reinforcing the sense of finality and underlining the strong concluding statement 

(see Appendix B). The principle of parallelism employed here is common to 

Herbert's poetry and is probably a deliberate mirroring of biblical parallelism, but 

here it is visual as well as thematic. 

The copyists of the Bodleian manuscript were clearly trying to present the poems 

as Herbert intended. This is evident in "The Sacrifice" where they wrote the 

refrain in full at the beginning of each verso page and not at the top of the recto 

pages. Yet in order not to waste paper, an expensive commodity in the 

seventeenth century, they wrote 24 lines to the page rather than 20 as in the 

Williams manuscript. They evidently missed the significance of the layout of the 

final two sets of facing pages, disrupting the end positioning of the climactic line 

"Never was grief like mine" on the penultimate opening. 



L Myers 

This desire to economise resulted in the poems being written continuously with 

very little unused space and little attention paid to the use of facing pages to mark 

units of thought. However, the Little Gidding copyists did understand that layout 

was significant in places, copying "The Church-porch" exactly as it appears in 

the Williams manuscript, and writing a few pairs of poems on facing pages, for 

example the two "Easter-wings" poems and the two "H. Baptisme" poems. On 

the whole, though, they destroyed the balance and symmetry it seems Herbert 

intended and the potential for visual layout to indicate units of thought and 

connections between poems. 

In the Williams manuscript most poems begin on a new page, only eight 

beginning in some other position. In many cases, the copyist has aligned the 

stanzas on the verso with those on the facing recto creating a balanced, 

symmetrical appearance. For example, "Deniall" is divided across one opening, 

verso and recto each containing three five-line stanzas which are aligned across 

the opening-(see Appendix C). Stanzas are always kept intact and never divided 

between pages, and as much as half a page may be left blank at the end of a poem. 

For example, the first "Imploiment" poem appears across two facing pages, the 

recto bearing only two four-line stanzas at the top and the rest of the page left 

blank. "Whitsunday" follows a similar pattern. In some places the copyist has 

positioned a shorter poem in the remaining space on a recto page, probably in 

order to reserve the following verso for the beginning of the next poem, but also, 

and more importantly, to reinforce visually the thematic link between poems. "A 

Wreath" is the most notable example of this, crammed into the space at the end of 

"Imploiment [2]". That it does not fit here comfortably may have contributed to 

Herbert's decision to move it to its present position, although its suitability as a 

marker poem to open the final sequence of "The Church" must have been the 

main reason it was moved. 
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In her introduction to the facsimile edition of the Williams manuscript Charles 

raises some significant questions about the layout of the central poems (xiii): 

Both "Mattens" and "frailty" suffer from awkward division. Why 
should they be fitted so awkwardly into the available space? And why are 
" Mattens" and "Euen-song" not placed face to face? ("Nature" and 
"Grace," immediately preceding "Mattens," are not placed for visual 
pairing, either, though the practice is followed earlier and later in the 
volume.) 

Charles suggests that the copyist may have been working from front and back in 

copying "The Church" and at this midway point had to crowd these poems into 

the available space. "Grace" begins on the verso and ends half way down the 

page on the facing recto where "Mattens" begins. "Mattens" ends on the next 

verso facing "Euen-song" . "Ffrailty" is set out similarly a few pages on. Figure 

1 below schematises the layout of these poems. 

" Grace" 

Figure I .  Layout of "Grace" and "Mattens" in the Williams manuscript 

" Mattens" 
(cont) 

" Grace" 
(cont) 

- - - - - - -  
" Mattens" 

Interestingly though, the division of" Mattens" is not strictly necessary. The five 

four-line stanzas of "Praise" were fitted onto one page so the five four-line 

stanzas of "Mattens" could have been copied on one page also. The last two 

four-line stanzas of" Grace" which appear at the top of the page above " Mattens" 

could have been left alone on the page. Other poems were left with a similarly 

large space at their end. ~v idkn t l~ ,  Herbert deliberately divided "Mattens" for 

reasons other than space. The link to "Euen-song" being self-evident, it would 

appear that Herbert divided " Mattens" to link it visually to " Grace". In doing so 

he created a sense of continuity through the three poems. In this way Herbert 

" Euen-song" 
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builds sequences of poems, forging links between poems by layout as well as by 

logical ties as the following diagram indicates. 

layout tie layout tie layout tie layout tie 
n n n n 

"Mattens" 

U 

logical tie 

"Mattens" "Euen-song" "Eucn-song" "Christmas" 

i m 
u 

logical tie 

Figure 2. Layout of a small sequence in the Williams manuscript 

The beginning and end of such sequences are indicated by beginning the opening 

poem on a verso page and ending the final poem on a recto page. 

In The Temple as we have it today, the first sequence of "The Church" is clearly 

marked by--the two shape poems, "The Altar" and "Easter-wings", and their 

function as marker poems is underlined by their positioning within the collection. 

"The Altar" appears on the verso, the beginning position, linked to "The 

Sacrifice" by its position on the facing page, and the final " Easter-wings" poem 

appears on the recto in the end position. If the principles of layout evident in the 

Williams manuscript are followed for the complete work, it is possible to confirm 

the precise limits of other sequences within the collection. The first principle to 

follow is that poems begin on a new page as much as possible. There are 

generally no more than 20 lines per page although on rare occasions (three times 

in the Williams manuscript) this may increase to as many as 25. Beginning with 

poems that we know are on facing pages from the Williams manuscript, it 

becomes evident when a poem does not begin on a new page. For example, 

because the "H. Scriptures" sonnets are on facing pages, the poem before it, 

"Imploiment [I]", needs to start on the verso in the space left after "Jordan [I]" 

so that it finishes on the recto to allow "H. Scriptures I" to begin on the following 
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verso. In this way it is surprisingly easy to work out Herbert's intention for the 

layout of the collection. For example, the second sequence can be seen to run 

fiom " H. Baptisme" to " The H. Communion", the two sacraments of the Church 

of England, the first "H. Baptisme" poem beginning on the verso and the second 

part of" The H. Communion" ending on the recto. 

The third sequence is clearly marked by the two "Love" sonnets at its opening 

and the two "H. Scriptures" sonnets at its close, the link between the two pairs of 

sonnets reinforced by the unique use of numerals in their titles. In both the 

Williams and Bodleian manuscripts the titles of these poems appear as "Love I" 

and " 11" , and " The H. Scriptures I" and " 11" . Nowhere else in either manuscript 

is the title of a poem given as simply a numeral. However, the beginning position 

of the sequence, the verso, is usurped by the first "Antiphon" poem to indicate 

that the sequence is actually a sub-section of a larger sequence which begins with 

"Antiphon [I -J" on the verso and ends with " Antiphon [2]" on the recto. Within 

this longer- sequence shorter sequences appear, sometimes with even shorter 

sequences within them like a set of Chinese boxes. Thus the subtle arrangement 

of sequences within sequences is built up, giving to the collection its richness and 

depth. 

The fourth sequence begins with "'Whitsunday" on the verso and ends with 

"Trinitie Sunday" on the recto, representing one liturgical week within which is 

the little liturgical day sequence of "Mattens", " Sinne [2]" and "Even-song", 

" Mattens" on the verso in the beginning position and " Even-song" ending on the 

recto. The five church building poems, clearly connected by title, comprise a 

second sub-sequence embedded within the liturgical week which is itself 

positioned within the Antiphon sequence. " Church-monuments" begins on the 

verso but the end position on the recto which "The Windows" should take is 

given to "Trinitie Sunday" to mark the end of the larger sequence. As one 

continues this process, laying out the poems according to the principles evident in 
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the Williams manuscript, relationships between poems are reinforced visually and 

the integrity of individual sequences becomes clearer. In general, sequences begin 

on the verso and end on the recto. The only time this pattern is violated is when 

the sequence is embedded within a larger sequence, the disruption of the general 

pattern itself an indication that embedding has occurred. Where poems are forced 

to share a page or an opening it is evidence that they are closely related and form 

part of a sequence. The visual units of facing pages are built up into often quite 

complex sequences with myriad variations and increasingly subtle 

interconnections. 

The evidence suggests that when Herbert worked out the sequencing of the 

collection he was concerned with much more than merely the order of the poems. 

He calculated the verso &d recto positionings carefully and deliberately, and 

fitted the other poems in between, consistently choosing the verso position to 

mark beginnings and the recto to mark endings. There seem to be only two 

exceptions. - One is at the very beginning of the collection where "The Church- 

porch" begins on the recto. Herbert starts here in the conventional position to 

indicate the beginning of the work as a whole, and reinforces the link between 

"The Church-porch" and "The Church" by starting " The Church" on the verso, 

the internal beginning position. Similarly, "The Church Militant" begins on the 

verso, showing it to be an integral part of the collection and not a companion 

poem as several commentators have suggested (for example, G. J. Weinberger and 

Lee Ann Johnson). 

The other exception is at the end of "The Church" where "Love [3]" is 

positioned on the verso. Interestingly, when "A Wreath" was moved to the 

beginning of the final sequence of "The Church," it forced "Love [3]" from its 

position on the verso in the Williams manuscript onto a recto page, the 

appropriate end position, and this may have been one of Herbert's reasons for 

extending the final sequence. "The Church Militant" concludes on the recto as 
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would be expected and " L'Envoy" breaks the pattern to conclude the whole work 

on the verso. Hence, internal beginnings and endings are indicated by positioning 

on verso and recto respectively, but the beginning and ending of the whole work 

is indicated by the opposite arrangement. "Passio Discerpta" begins on the recto 

to indicate the beginning of a new work. 

It is apparent that Nicholas Ferrar, The Temple's first editor, knew the order 

Herbert intended for the poems, either by some indication on the poet's original 

copy or by a list as Amy Charles proposes. In her introduction to the facsimile 

edition of the Bodleian manuscript Charles refers to Herbert's will which was 

written by Nathanael Bostocke four days before the poet's death: 

written on a folio page that Bostocke apparently took from the writing 
table that Herbert had used as long as he had the strength to sit up to work. 
Although it is not now possible to decipher the blind impressions on this 
sheet, it is clearly a list, probably of titles. . . . Photographs made at the 
time I first noticed the blind impressions in 1969 do not provide 
conclusive evidence, but clearly Herbert had been making long lists late in 
1632 and early in 1633. Probably some such list was sent to Nicholas 
Ferrar with the texts of the poems that would eventually be copied-into B. 
(xvii-xviii) 

However, it is equally apparent that Ferrar did not know the proposed layout for 

the collection, the symbolic use of verso and recto and the significance of facing 

pages. It is to be hoped that a future editor of The Temple will take into account 

the layout of the poems in the Williams manuscript, and estimate the positioning 

of the later poems according to the precedents set in the early manuscript. This 

would produce an edition of the poems which reinforces significant themes 

visually as Herbert intended. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

SEVENTEENTH CENTURY IDEAS OF STRUCTURE 

In many ways Herbert was a product of his times, the structure of The Temple 

reflecting a mode of thinking that was typical of the early seventeenth century. 

His carell ordering of the collection is largely attributable to his education, and 

the intellectual and religipus climate in which he lived. An examination of 

seventeenth century ideas of structure serves to illuminate Herbert's organisation 

of the collection. Rhetorical structures and spatial concepts in memory training, 

emblematic and numerical structures, the structure of formal meditation and 

catechistical structures shaped Herbert's thinking and his ideas about form. 

Although his poetry is marked by its individuality and originality, Herbert owes 

much to his age. 

1 Symmetry and Proportion 

Since medieval times there had been a general tendency to organise all thought 

around symmetrical patterns. In Shakespearean Design Mark Rose explores 

the habit of mind that organised the elements of physics into air, earth, fue and 

water; the humours into melancholy, phlegm, blood and choler; the ages of 

history into nature, law and grace (65). This tendency to think in symmetrical 

patterns had become deeply entrenched by the Elizabethan period, finding its 

expression in architecture, art and literature where symmetry and proportion 

were the fundamental principles and all art was thought of spatially. There 
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was a tendency to order ideas in visual schemes according to the Horatian 

doctrine of ut pictura poesis as Alastair Fowler points out (1 7). This strong 

sense of spatial form and often remarkable powers of organisation characterise 

Renaissance literature. 

Often a piece of literature was designed with the end returning to the 

beginning in some way in the Homeric style. For example, a Shakespearean 

scene usually opens and closes in quiet with excitement in the middle, and 

Shakespeare frequently employed epanalepsis, the rhetorical figure where the 

same word begins and ends a clause or sentence (Rose 59). In The Temple, 

Herbert's sequences sometimes work in this way with the title of the opening 

poem of a sequence repeated in the closing poem, for example the two 

"Antiphon" poems, or with the closing poem returning to the image evoked in 

the opening poem, for example "The Priesthood" and "Aaron". On a larger 

scale, " The Church" begins with the death and resurrection of Christ and ends 

with the death and resurrection of the believer, a typical Renaissance structure 

with the end reflecting the beginning in some way. 

Framing was fimdamental to the Elizabethan sense of symmetry. For 

example, in Shakespeare's plays frame scenes, or sometimes double frames, 

serve as panels framing a centrepiece. In Herbert's Temple "The Church- 

porch" and "The Church Militant" frame the massive central panel of "The 

Church", the two lengthy, regular poems throwing into relief the richly varied 

assortment of shorter poems. 

In the seventeenth century the central position was always significant, as is 

evident in pageants, processions, political protocol, architecture and poetry. "I 

am the LORD in the midst of the earth" (Exodus 8:22) provided inspiration for 

the conventions of centralised symmetry and the centre's sovereignty. In fact, 

this idea that symmetry was scriptural was at the heart of Renaissance Christian 

literature where the centre provided the focal point with both sovereign and 

triumphal associations. Spenser, typical of his period in his general approach to 



form, employed symmetrical patterns around a central emphasis and this is 

precisely what we find in Herbert's Temple. The central position of "The 

Church", fiamed as it is by "The Church-porch" and "The Church Militant", 

places it as the focus of the collection, questioning those critical arguments that 

have considered "The Church Militant" not climactic enough for its position at 

the end of the collection. The Renaissance habit of placing the significant 

defining image at the centre is evident also in the sequence fiom " Sion" to "The 

British Church" which is central to the "The Church" and reinforces the main 

organising image of the work. Like a set of Chines boxes, this small central 

sequence lies at the centre of "The Church" which is set in the centre of The 

Temple. 

Symmetrical patterns were often extremely complex. Fowler notes the 

unparalleled lengths Spe&er went to, superimposing multiple structural patterns 

in The Faerie Queen and Epithalamion where the symmetrical schemes are so 

intricate and yet so smooth that they may be unnoticed completely by the casual 

reader. As Fowler argues, this idea of difficulty and complexity overcome with 

ease became a principle in the period: 

Multiplicity of structure was aesthetically self-justifying. The 
Elizabethan connoisseur would take pleasure in asymmetry in the 
placement of an inlaid symmetry, in complexity of overlapping 
groupings that eluded any single viewpoint and in effortless overcoming 
of difficulty. To keep two symmetrical patterns going simultaneously 
with [for example] an elaborate system of astronomical number 
symbolism was a demonstration of art, of precisely the kind most valued. 
(106) 

The multiplicity of patterns and structural groupings, with structural schemes 

superimposed one upon another, was a feature also of the art of the period as can 

be seen in Raphael's designs. Each part, whatever the scale, would have its own 

unique features with various structures linking sections in a variety of ways. 

This is precisely what we find in Herbert's Temple where links and overlaps blur 

the major structural divisions to give the impression of a continuous whole. The 
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aim was to mirror God's creation whose simple and unified appearance belies 

the intricacy and complexity of its structure. 

This desire to mirror God's creation where pattern and proportion were 

everywhere evident, stemmed from the religious conviction that the work of God 

is perfect, therefore to mirror it will create the highest art. Symmetry and 

proportion were not only spatial qualities; they were moral qualities, attributes 

of God, and therefore expressions of moral perfection. The idea of proportion 

was consequently central to Renaissance aesthetics, beauty defined as the 

harmonious relation of the parts to each other and to the whole. Thus, structure 

and meaning were inseparably linked, proportion in the visual arts and spatial 

organisation in poetry reflecting a moral order expressive of divine harmony. 

All art was seen as a miniature of God's creation, perfect in its proportion and 

symmetry. As George Puttenham explained in 1589 in The Arte of English 

Poesie, without proportion nothing can be good or beautifirl (53). In The 

Temple Herbert's commitment to this principle is clearly evident in the 

intricacy . and - subtlety of its structural organisation and the smooth unity of the 

whole. 

2 Rhetorical Structures 

The study of rhetoric was a fundamental aspect of education in the seventeenth 

century and influenced the thinking of the period (Doran 30-3 1). Herbert was 

trained in rhetoric, taught rhetoric at Cambridge and held the position of orator 

of the university. Consequently, he was predisposed to think in formal patterns, 

his training and experience profoundly influencing the way he thought and the 

way he organised The Temple. 

The ancients divided rhetoric into five parts, one of which was memory. The 

invention of the art of memory is traditionally attributed to the Greek poet 
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Simonides of Ceos who held that the principles of orderly arrangement and 

mental images are essential to a good memory. He taught that images of the 

things one wished to remember should be stored in "memory places" and the 

memory places remembered in order. In De oratore Cicero refers to Ioci 

(places) and imagines (images) as the elements of memory training used by 

Roman orators which enabled them to give lengthy speeches fiom memory with 

unfailing accuracy (hxvi ,  35 1-54). 

An anonymous Latin textbook, the Ad Herennium, compiled around 86 BC 

gives the five parts of rhetoric as inventio, dispositio, elocutio, memoria and 

pronuntiatio (HI, xvi-xxiv). It describes the two kinds of memory, natural and 

artificial, the artificial memory developed by training using a series of memory 

loci and visual images. A locus is a place easily remembered such as an area in 

a familiar building, while the images, imagines, are forms of what is to be 

remembered. The Ioci form a series and are remembered in order, allowing one 

to recite backwards just as easily as forwards. The same set of loci can be used 

again and again for remembering different details. To avoid losing track each 

fifth locus is marked by a distinguishing image such as a golden hand and each 

tenth locus by a cross. Images should be striking and emotionally stimulating, 

as, according to the Ad Herennium, we tend to remember the beautill, the 

hideous or the ridiculous (TI., xxii). In The Art of Memory Frances Yates paints 

a delightful picture of the student of rhetoric: 

Who is that man moving slowly in the lonely building, stopping at 
intervals with an intent face? He is a rhetoric student forming a set of 
memory loci. (8) 

In 1491 Peter of Ravenna wrote what was to become the most universally 

known of all the memory books, the Phoenix, sive artiJiciosa memoria. Peter 

recommended that the best memory Ioci were to be found in lonely places such 

as unfrequented churches. He describes walking through the church building, 

choosing his first locus by the door, the next several feet in, and so on. Peter's 

extraordinary memory of the Scriptures, canon law, history, sermons, speeches 

and .fables was based on this method. In the sixteenth century the Dominicans 
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Johannes Romberch and Cosmas Rossellius wrote memory treatises advising 

that their books would be useful to theologians, preachers, confessors, jurists, 

advocates, doctors, philosophers, professors of the liberal arts and ambassadors. 

As part of the art of rhetoric, the rules and precepts of memory training invented 

by the ancients were taught during the Renaissance period. Its principles were 

developed by Giordano Bruno in Shadows, in Giulio Camillo's memory theatre 

and in Robert Fludd's theatre system where the features of an Elizabethan 

theatre were used as memory loci. Yates proposes the fascinating theory that the 

precise architectural features of Shakespeare's Globe Theatre have been 

preserved in Fludd's theatre memory system (xii). 

The art of memory held as its basic tenet that, since the memory is visual, 

training the memory must involve the manipulation of visual images. Hence, a 

series of memory loci or places was imprinted on the memory, usually the rooms 

and areas of a building, and visual images were placed in order in the rooms so 

that one could . - visit each place in turn, recalling the image deposited there and 

thereby the information associated with that image. Cicero argued that the sense 

of sight is the strongest of the senses therefore visual images should be used as 

tags (De oratore 11, lxxxvii, 357). By the fifteenth century, church buildings 

were being recommended as memory places, the rhetoric student committing the 

features of the church to memory in order to use them as his memory loci. 

In the Elizabethan period, the classical art of memory took on occult features in 

its use of the zodiac to furnish memory places. As a reaction to this, Peter 

Ramus rejected the classical art of memory which relied on the imagination and 

substituted for it a system whereby subjects were arranged in dialectical order 

and memorised with the aid of a schematic presentation. Ramus's reforms 

became part of the Protestant iconoclasm which swept England, destroying 

Popish images, including the inner images of the memory. Rarnists at 

Cambridge replaced what they saw as the idolatrous art of memory training with 

its places and images and its Renaissance occult associations, with the new 
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imageless technique of classification and abstract dialectical order. There were 

many, however, who walked a middle path, resisting pure Rarnism and also 

resisting occult memory training, while holding to the ancient art of memory 

taught by Cicero. One of these was Philip Sidney who wrote in his Defence of 

Poesie: 

they that have taught the art of memory have showed nothing so apt for it 
as a certain room divided into many places, well and thoroughly known. 
(51) 

The many parallels to the ancient art of memory that can be found in the 

structure of The Temple suggest that Herbert held a similar position, practising 

the classical art of memory using places and images according to definite 

principles of order and arrangement. 

As one reads systematically through The Temple, the distinct impression begins 

to form that one is moving through the areas of a building. Margaret Bottrall 

observes that: 

the arrangement of the k t  few poems in The Temple strongly suggests 
that one of Herbert's intentions was to take his readers on an imaginary 
itinerary round a church building . . . [at "Superlirninare"] pausing at 
the threshold of a holy place . . . all these verses serve to prepare the 
approach to the central section of the book, The Church; and once we 
are over the threshold, the atmosphere immediately changes; we are on 
hallowed ground. (60) 

The fact that churches were recommended as memory places may have 

suggested this strategy to Herbert. However, Bottrall considered that Herbert 

died before completing this scheme, and that had he lived, he would have 

continued the journey around the church building in greater detail (57). It seems 

that Christopher Harvey may have held this conviction also as his Synagogue 

completes the journey with poems entitled "The Church-yard", "The Church- 

stile", " The Church-gate" , " The Church-walls" , " Church-Utensils" , "The 

Font'' and so on. It would seem, though, that Herbert had no intention of such a 

perfimctory treatment but had a much more sigmficant object in mind. 
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Herbert's running titles of "The Church-porch" and "The Church" keep this 

architectural image constantly before the reader's eye. However, although some 

features of the seventeenth century church are present-stained glass windows, 

checkered floor, antiphonal singing-other features are present such as the altar 

of sacrifice at the door, incense and gold within, and it begins to emerge that this 

building is not a church but the Hebraic tabernacle. Striking images mark many 

sequences, indicating where the sequence begins and ends. Notably, the two 

shape poems, "The Altar" and "Easter-wings" , present vivid visual images in 

their layout on the page. Some sequences are arranged in a way that resembles 

the memory loci, representative of places in the tabernacle such as the altar, the 

holy place and the holy of holies, and the sequences move in logical order fiom 

the outer door into the inner recesses of the building. It is as though the poet 

chooses as his memory place the Old Testament tabernacle and imaginatively 

moves through its structure placing sequences of poems at each locus. Of 

course, Herbert does not mechanically follow this pattern, but suggests it while 

simultaneously evoking other patterns that he develops alongside the tabernacle 

image. In . - this way Herbert's education in rhetoric informs his structuring of The 

Temple and contributes to the complexity of its patterning. 

By using both buildings simultaneously in the manner of memory places, 

Herbert presents the parallel between the two places of worship to indicate that 

they are actually one and the same-both are the place God chose to manifest 

his presence, in ancient days, the tabernacle, and in Herbert's own day, the 

church. As the poetry progresses other parallels emerge until the revelation 

comes that the place through which the reader is moving is more than a building, 

it is the human heart, and that this is the place of God's dwelling. Hence, by 

using the procedures of memory training, Herbert positions the reader to 

discover the central truth of the work. 

Another feature of the collection which flows fiom Herbert's training in rhetoric 

is found in "The Church" which is structured like an oration, opening with a 

presentation of the whole in little ("H. Baptisme" to "The H. Communion"). 



L Myers 

Logically, this sequence should come first, and in giving it second place to the 

Altar sequence which presents Christ's death and resurrection, Herbert subjects 

rhetoric, and by implication all education, to Christ. He also indicates that the 

way into the church is not by erudition or expertise but by identification with the 

death and resurrection of Christ. 

3 Numerical Structures 

In Triumphal Forms Alastair Fowler points out that number symbolism, as 

widely used by the ancient Latin writers, was common in medieval and 

Renaissance poetry and " almost universal" in the hundred years fiom 1580 to 

1680 "when it reached 'its greatest height of sophistication" (ix). From 

patristic times, numbers in the Bible were thought to be symbolic, based on the 

context of their first mention and subsequent use. 

It was Augusthe who articulated most clearly the position of the Church 

a at hers on biblical number symbolism, arguing that "an ignorance of numbers 

. . . causes many things expressed figuratively and mystically in the Scriptures 

to be misunderstood" (On Christian Doctrine 50). Throughout his sermons he 

repeatedly alluded to the symbolic meanings of numbers in order to explicate 

fully the lesson. For example, in Sermon LXXV he explained the significance 

of the number forty: 

The perfection of righteousness is shown by the number forty. What is 
it to fulfil the number forty? To restrain one's self fiom the love of this 
world. Restraint fiom temporal things, that they be not loved to our 
destruction, is, as it were, fasting from this world. Therefore the Lord 
fasted forty days, and Moses, and Elias. He then who gave His 
servants the power to fast forty days, could He not fast eighty or a 
hundred? Why then did He not will to fast more than He had given His 
servants to do, but because in this number forty is the mystery of 
fasting, the restraint from this world? What is this to say? What the 
Apostle says; "The world is crucified to me, and I to the world" (Gal. 
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vi. 14). He then fulfils the number forty. (The Nicene and Post-Nicene 
Fathers 6:479-80) 

In this way, Augustine established the symbolic meanings of certain numbers 

in the Bible. Three was, he explained, the number of the Trinity, seven, the 

number of perfection and the Holy Spirit, ten was symbolic of the law, eleven 

symbolised sin, and so on (see Appendix E). 

During the Middle Ages, Augustinian number symbolism was common. For 

example, in Dante's Divina cornmedia the journey of six days culminates in 

the seventh day in paradise, six the number of mankind and seven symbolising 

perfection. The number six also suggests the six ages of mankind of biblical 

exegesis while the seventh age was thought to be the Sabbath of the world, the 

final resurrection (Hopper 99). Renaissance Christian literature introduced 

principles of composition whereby poetic structures were associated with 

Augustinian number symbolism. However, during the Renaissance, secular 

numerology became increasingly common, the symbolic associations of 

numbers taken not from the Bible but from temporal, astronomical and occult 

sources. 

Although Augustinian number symbolism remained popular throughout the 

seventeenth century, it was increasingly replaced by secular numerology. 

Abstract Neopythagoreanism focused particularly on the significance of the 

number 153 which, when set out in Pythagorean fashion, forms an equilateral 

triangle with a base of 17 (Fowler 185). This pyramid shape gives prominence 

to the triangular numbers of 3, 6, 10, 15, 21, 28 and so on up to 153. The 

pyramid represented time and immortality, a temporal symbolism, after the 

pyramids of Egypt (Fowler 191). Other systems of philosophical, occult and 

astrological numerology became increasingly popular during the Renaissance 

and very often these secular systems provide interpretations of numbers that 

differ widely from theological interpretations. For example, in the 

Pythagorean system six is the number of perfection whereas Augustine records 
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the biblical interpretation of seven as perfection while six is the number of 

mankind. 

Sibyl Lutz Severance and others have noted the symbolic significance of 

numbers in the three part structure of The Temple and the structure of many of 

the individual poems (229). Severance sees the overall structure, patterned 

around the number three with its biblical associations with the Trinity, as 

symbolic of a movement towards godliness. She argues that the numerical 

placement of poems is symbolic, for example, the second poem in "The 

Church", "The Sacrifice", deals with the second person of the Godhead. 

However, in her zeal to attribute numerological significance to every aspect of 

The Temple, Severance attributes unbiblical interpretations to some numbers. 

For &ample, she argues that "Easter", as the tenth poem, represents unity and 

perfection which is the ~q;thagorean interpretation of the number ten but is not 

biblical. According to Augustine's system, ten is the number of the law and it 

would seem that the fact that "Easter" is the tenth poem in the collection is 

not significant. 

In his study of number symbolism, Fowler confesses that the main weakness 

with numerological criticism is knowing which interpretations are justified and 

which have been imposed upon a literary work by an enthusiastic critic such 

as, he admits, himself (204). There must be a valid reason for a poet to 

employ number symbolism of a particular type, either secular or theological. 

There are two indications that Herbert employed the theological system. 

Firstly, we know fiom Herbert's will that he owned a copy of the Worlcs of 

Augustine: "I bequeath to Mr. Bostocke St. Augustines workes" (Hutchinson 

382). It is therefore reasonable to assume that Herbert was familiar with 

Augustine's interpretation of number symbolism. Secondly, as a devout 

Christian with a deep love of the Bible, Herbert's intention was to mirror 

biblical practice in his writing as well as in his daily life. Consequently, he 

saturated his poetry with Scripture and, it is most likely, employed 

Augustine's understanding of biblical number symbolism to reinforce the 
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biblical themes and associations of the poems. However, The Temple is not 

mechanically committed to numerical structures; as with every one of its 

structural devices, enough detail is present for the device to be suggested but it 

does not dominate. Number symbolism is one of the many structural features 

which together make the rich tapestry that is The Temple. An understanding of 

Herbert's use of number symbolism brings the whole work into sharper focus 

and provides a greater awareness of the richness and subtlety of its 

composition. 

As well as the many individual poems where Augustinian number symbolism 

is evident such as "Whitsunday" and "Sunday" which are patterned around 

the number seven, and "Trinitie Sunday" which has three stanzas each of 

three lines, the numerical features of the overall structure of the work may be 

significant. Three, the n h b e r  of the Trinity, occurs at every structural level 

from the three major divisions of the poetry, "The Church-porch", "The 

Church" and "The Church Militant", to the sequence of three poems that 

marks the centre of the collection, "Sion", "Home" and "The British 

Church". Also significant is the number of major sequences in "The 

Church", seven, the number of perfection and the Holy Spirit. These 

numerical symbols carry an important message. Three, the number of the 

Trinity, symbolises God's presence while the seven divisions of "The 

Church" symbolise the presence of the Holy Spirit. Hence, the numbers three 

and seven indicate that the church is of God's making, that it carries within it 

the nature of divinity, and that, as the habitation of the Holy Spirit, it is the 

dwelling place of God. 

4 Emblematic Structures 

One of the most prevalent habits of mind during the early seventeenth century 

was the emblematic whereby every physical thing had an allegorical meaning. 



Emblem books first appeared in England in 1586 but had lost popularity by the 

end of the seventeenth century. In Herbert's day, however, the emblematic 

mode of thought was at its height and had a noticeable impact upon his poetry. 

The emblem is visual and intellectual at the same time. It is an expression of the 

close relationship between the arts of poetry and painting elucidated by Plutarch, 

poetry as a speaking picture, painting as dumb poetry. Emblem writing was a 

gentlemanly accomplishment like playing the lute, and was a celebration of wit 

and the power of reason. Rosemary Freeman compares the pleasure emblems 

elicited to the satisfaction puns gave by creating an intellectually convincing link 

between two apparently unrelated things (3). 

A typical emblem involves a detailed point by point comparison of a picture 

with its meaning to teach a simple moral lesson, the picture remaining detached 

fiom what it symbolises (Freeman 29). In Geffiey Whitney's emblem 

"Temeritas", for example, the picture of the wagoner losing control of his 

untamed horses . - is followed by a six lined stanza describing the details of the 

illustration: 

The waggoner, behoulde, is hedlonge throwen, 
And all in vaine doth take the mine in hande, 
If he be dwrawen by horses fierce vnknowen, 
Whose stomacks stowte, no taming vnderstande, 

They praunce, and yerke, and out of order flinge, 
Till all they breake, and vnto hauocke bringe. 

After this detailed description, a second stanza gives the meaning, with the 

moral stated in the closing couplet: 

That man, whoe hath sections fowle vntam'de, 
And fonvarde runnes neglecting reasons race, 
Deserues by right, of all men to bee blarn'de, 
And headlonge falles at lengthe to his deface, 

Then bridle will, and reason make thy guide, 
So maiste thow stande, when others doune doe slide. 
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The emblems of writers such as Francis Quarles and Henry Peacham work in the 

same way, attaching moral meaning to arbitrary figures (see Appendix F for 

some examples). 

Rosemond Tuve points out the simple and often homely nature of the images 

employed: 

The image must be of such a nature that every man's experience enables 
him to see it, and must yet allow of applications which are profound, sure, 
and powerful. (Elizabethan and Metaphysical Imagery 2 18) 

The didactic intent of the emblem is evident. Herbert's fiequent use of 

emblematic images assumes a reader who is familiar with the emblem books so 

that what Tuve terms the "reverberating meanings" awakened by the image will 

increase its significance (220). Therefore, a kind of literacy was required for the 

images of The Temple to communicate their full force. However, not only did 

Herbert employ well known images from the emblem books in individual 

poems, the complete work shows evidence of the emblematic tradition. 

Throughout The Temple Herbert makes use of the emblem writer's technique, 

equating largely visual images which are often accidental and artificial with their 

allegorical meanings. For example, in "The Bag7' the bag of letters becomes 

Christ's gaping wound; in "The Windows" the priest is "a brittle crazie glasse" 

(2) yet a window through which God's light shines;' and in "Hope" the objects 

listed are all common emblems such as the anchor, a traditional emblem for 

hope. In poems like "The Pulley" and "The Collar" the image in the title is not 

mentioned in the poem at all; it is left to the reader to make the connection 

(Colie 52). 

Yet Herbert rarely follows the stock emblem pattern of picture, interpretation, 

application. Rather, the poetry reflects an emblematic cast of mind which is ever 

ready to see a relation between visible things and moral ideas. Herbert does not 

' Unless otherwise stated, all quotations are from The Works ofGeorge Herbert, ed. F .  E.  
~utchinson (London: Oxford UP, 1941). 

46 
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labour his comparisons point by point yet he is able to equate the image with its 

meaning while keeping the image distinct. He chooses arbitrary images such as 

a flower or a shooting star and succeeds in making them the focus of complex 

spiritual truth. Freeman compares his images to Blake's symbols in their depth 

and richness (30). It is to the emblematic tradition that he owes his method of 

accumulating and interpreting images, the precise outlines of the images and the 

clarity of expression creating a deceptively simple effect while developing 

complex and often profound ideas. As Freeman observes, the difference 

between Herbert's poetry and the work of the emblem writers is more than just 

the complexity of his ideas; it is his utilisation of the image as the focus of 

ideas, not merely as the source of ideas as in most emblems (156). In The 

Temple the visual images that form the basis of many of the poems are 

completely fused with their moral sigdicance; the moral is not just tacked on at 

the end as in most e m b l e ~  of the period (Freeman 1 54). In " The Flower", for 

example, the image immediately focuses the spiritual experience in lines like: 

"And now in age I bud again" (36). 

Two types of devotional emblem books were popular in the Renaissance, the 

Arnor/Anima and the Schola Cordis. In the Arnor/Anima, Christ is pictured as a 

Cupid figure who teaches the way of life to Anima, the human soul, presented as 

a young girl: 

Each emblem shows a different aspect of religious life and devotion: 
Christ shoots an mow at a broken heart; He shows the way to Heaven; 
He shows Anima the way out of a labyrinth by means of a rope let down 
from Heaven, etc. (Westerweel 95-96) 

The influence of this tradition on Herbert's poetry is evident in lines such as: 

Thy silk twist let down from heav'n to me, 
Did both conduct and teach me, how by it 
To climb to thee. ("The Pearl" 38-40). 

In the Schola Cordis, or school of the heart, the human heart is the focus of 

attention, undergoing torture, sweeping, purification, refining and pressing to 

make it fit for grace (Westerweel 96). Many of the poems in The Temple show 
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the obvious influence of this tradition. For example, in "Love unknown" the 

speaker's heart is thrown first into a font then into a cauldron; in "Praise [3]" it 

spins the Lord's praise and is wrung for more; in "Nature" the rugged heart is 

smoothed, engraved and made new (1 3- 1 6); and in " Grace" it is hammered by 

sin (17). Colie argues that 7%e Temple as a whole is a "school of the heart" 

where the heart is systematically educated, the true temple not a temple but the 

human heart (53-67). It seems that both the Schola Cordis and the AmorIAnima 

traditions influenced Herbert's poetry although his imagery is more complex 

than that of the emblem books. In Westemeel's words, where the emblems are 

" unilateral" Herbert is "multilateral" (1 03). 

The emblematic quality of individual poems also characterises sequences of 

poems and the collection as a whole. "The Church" is constructed around the 

basic image of the dwellihg place of God on earth which remains the focus of 

ideas in an ever increasing complexity of meaning and association. God's 

dwelling place is presented as the Old Testament tabernacle, the church, the 

believing heart, all these images expressing the one central idea of the presence 

of God. 

Similarly, many of the sequences which pattern the collection are based upon 

visual images. For example, "The Church" opens with an image of an altar and 

closes with an image of wings, these images made strikingly clear by the layout 

of the poems. These two images encapsulate the concerns of the opening 

sequence-the death and resurrection of Jesus and the identification with his 

death and resurrection that is necessary for the believer to enter the Christian life. 

In like manner, the closing sequence of "The Church" is built upon the image of 

a wreath which is simultaneously the wreath set upon a grave and a victor's 

crown. This duality neatly expresses the believer's entrance through death into 

heaven, In this way, individual poems, sequences and the collection as a whole 

are based upon emblematic images which constitute a basic principle of 

construction. 
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5 The Structure of Formal Meditation 

In The Poetry of Meditation Louis Martz argues that The Temple has a structure 

built primarily upon the art of meditation. Meditation was a devotional exercise 

whereby some religious truth, mystery or object was examined by a continuous 

application of the mind. Its purpose was to discipline the mind in order to bring 

every thought into the captivity of Christ: 

Casting down imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself 
against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought 
to the obedience of Christ. (2 Corinthians 10:5) 

It was a means of transporting the practitioner fiom this focus on theological 

truth to a consideration of God himself and thereby into the presence of God 

where true worship could begin. As such, it was a discipline whose purpose 

was to move the practitioner through a strict and formal regime into the fieedom 

of worship. Many Jesuit, Franciscan and Puritan handbooks describe the 

practice in detail, and the three part formula for meditation recommended in 

these handbooks is reflected in whole or part in the structure of many religious 

poems of the seventeenth century. 

In the Elizabethan period, the practice of meditating upon subjects such as the 

life of Christ and the state of one's own soul was widespread. It was the Jesuit 

priest, Robert Southwell, who was the first poet of the period to employ a 

meditative structure. Meditation often began with a visual image followed by a 

logical orderly examination of the subject of meditation and a concluding 

colloquy, the deliberate aim being the fusion of memory, intellect and will. 

Martz sees this pattern reflected in the tripartite arrangement of "The Church- 

porch", "The Church" and "The Church Militanty' but this interpretation is 

unsatisfying when the poetry is viewed at close range. As Elizabeth Stambler 

argues, "The Church Militant" does not rise to the "plateau of assurance" of 
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meditation (253), but this does not mean that Herbert owes nothing to the 

meditative tradition. 

It may be that The Temple's tripartite division was intended to suggest the 

structure of formal meditation but it is within "The Church" that one sees the 

meditative pattern. The striking visual images of the opening sequence, 

particularly the two shape poems, are followed by a series of sequences 

meditating on Christ's death and resurrection and the state of the believer's soul 

until finally the "plateau of assurance" is reached in the final sequence, "A 

Wreath" to "Love [3]". The growing intimacy between the believer and God 

which culminates in the dialogue of "Love [3]" reflects the Salesian tradition of 

meditation as intimate conversation with God. In the words of St Francis de 

Sales: 

Meditation considereth by peece-me+ the obiectes proper to move us; 
but contemplation beholdes the obiect it loves, in one simple and 
recollected looke, and the consideration so united, causeth a more lively 
and strong motion. (trans. Thomas Carre, quoted in Martz 17) 

Meditation was an instrument to bring the practitioner into the presence of God. 

It is in such contemplation that "The Church" closes. 

Martz was the first to suggest that Herbert was not so much a disciple of Donne 

as a participant in the meditative poetic tradition and in doing so he brought a 

sharper focus to Herbert criticism. Herbert is a devotional poet who structured 

his English poems with great care to reflect, among other things, the practice of 

meditation common in his day. 

6 Catechistical Structures 

In his interesting book The Living Temple Stanley Fish argues that The Temple is 

composed on the catechistical model. Catechising involved the use of Socratic 
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techniques of questions and answers. The catechist had a deliberate plan and 

knew where the questions were leading while the answerer, the catechumen, did 

not see where the questions were going or how they fitted together until s/he had 

arrived at the end. The questions would seem unrelated because the catechist's 

goal for the answerer was always self-discovery. 

The progess of catechistical instruction was traditionally associated with 

movement fiom the porch of a church into the sanctuary. In 1580 W. Charcke 

wrote: 

they which as it were in the Porche of the temple, doe learne out of 
Catechismes the first groundes of religion, afterwardes, being let in as it 
were into the Sanctuary, shall much more calmly and pleasantly enter 
into the last & deepest mysteries of our redemption and sanctification. 
(quoted in Fish 9 1) 

The process of self-examination was followed by conviction of sin, repentance 

and thanksgiving. Fish sees many of the poems as catechistical, for example, 

" Jesu" , "The Church-floore" and "Love-joy" which share a common strategy 

designed to move the reader toward selfidiscovery, a sense of personal 

inadequacy and a realisation of total dependence on Christ. 

Herbert's interest in catechising is recorded in The Country Parson: 

The Countrey Parson values Catechising highly: for there being three 
points of his duty, the one, to infuse a competent knowledge of salvation 
in every one of his Flock; the other, to multiply, and build up this 
knowledge to a spirituall Temple; the third, to inflame this knowledge, 
to presse, and drive it to practice, turning it to reformation of life . . . at 
Sermons, and Prayers, men may sleep or wander; but when one is asked 
a question, he must discover what he is. (Chapter XXI) 

It is clear that his purpose in writing The Temple was similarly to bring 

knowledge of salvation, to build upon this knowledge and to challenge his 

readers to reformation of life: 

A verse may fmde him, who a sermon flies. 
(" The Church-porch" 5) 
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Avoid, Profanenesse; come not here: 
Nothing but holy, pure, and cleare, 
Or that which groneth to be so. (" Superliminare" 5-7) 

The first stage in becoming a member of a church community was to engage in 

instruction as a preparation for baptism. Next, instruction was necessary directly 

preceding baptism, and finally, instruction after baptism led to the invitation to 

partake of the sacraments. These three stages are described by Tertullian, 

Cyprian, Rupert and other Church Fathers.. Catechumens progressed from 

outside the church to the baptistry, then to the altar before "exiting from the 

Church to join the Church Militant" (Fish 101). Fish's argument breaks down 

somewhat in his insistence on a neat equation of these three stages of instruction 

with the structure of The Temple. In Fish's parallel he sees "The Church-porch" 

as the first level of instruction, baptism occuning somewhere between "The 

Church-porch" and " Superliminare" , while the first communion at " The Altar" 

is followed by a second communion in "Love 133" (1 10). He explains that 

between the two communions of "The Altar" and "Love [3]" the self- 

examination sequence plays itself over and over again so that the final sequences 

express the same uncertainty and spiritual immaturity as the first poems. 

However, the progression in the believer's spiritual life is a striking feature of 

the poetry, and a sense of rest is unmistakably achieved in "Love [3]". As with 

many other models proposed for The Temple, there is a valuable insight in Fish's 

scheme but the hasty movement from "The Altar" to "The Church Militant" 

ignores the bulk of the poetry. 

There is certainly the suggestion of the catechistical model in the overall 

organisation of the collection but Herbert's strategy is much more complex than 

this model allows. However, Fish's explanation of the catechising situation as 

both structured and open brings an important insight into Herbert's strategy. 

Catechising is structured in the mind of the catechist because she  has a 

deliberate plan, but open in the mind of the catechumens because the questions 

seem unrelated to them until they come to the end and realise the truths the 

catechist has helped them discover (25). In just this way the pattern of 
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sequences and their relationship to one another are designed to be realised only 

as the reader works through the collection, responding to the insights and 

challenges each sequence offers. In fact, the reader's self-discovery is 

symbolised by this discovery of the patterns and sequences in the collection. 

The "self-consuming" structure that Fish sees is in direct contrast to the 

standing structure commentators like Walker propose, yet it would seem that the 

poetry's complexity embraces features of both. The circular patterning of the 

lengthy Carnal sequence is aptly described by Fish's model, whereas the 

development in the spiritual life from the Altar sequence to "Love [3]" suggests 

progression within a stable framework. Thus, the structure of the catechism is 

one of several shaping influences that work simultaneously to develop the The 

Temple's symbolic structure. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

ORGANISING IMAGES 

The Temple is organised around a variety of images that build up rich 

associations as the collection progresses. After opening with a clear image of 

the church building the poetry evokes a picture of the Old Testament tabernacle 

while also suggesting the ,liturgical practices of the Church of England. Other 

organising images are overlaid upon these as the poetry develops, creating an 

extraordinary interplay of images which inform one another and give shape and 

depth to the whole. 

1 The Old Testament Tabernacle 

It is most likely that we will never know whether the title of The Temple 

originated with Herbert or whether it was chosen by Nicholas Ferrar when he 

came to publish the work and found it lacking a unifjmg title. What is certain is 

that this title does not appear anywhere in the Williams manuscript, and in the 

Bodleian manuscript is not recorded in the scribal hand that appears throughout 

the work but in a different hand and in a different ink. This suggests that it did 

not appear on Herbert's rough copy, now lost, which evidently only included the 

running titles "The Church-porch", "The Church" and "The Church Militant" 

that were copied faithfdly by the scribes, probably Ferrar's nieces. Similarly, 

the verse fiom Psalm 29, "In his Temple doth every man speak of his honour", 

thatappears below the title, seems to be a later addition. A comparison of this 
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handwriting with the letters of Nicholas Ferrar suggests that both title and verse 

were recorded by Ferrar after the copyists had completed their work. 

This throws into question the critical work which has explored the relationship 

between the Hebraic temple and the structure of Herbert's collection, particularly 

the ideas of commentators like John David Walker who have seen a relationship 

between the tripartite structure of me Temple and the three-fold structure of 

porch, holy place and holy of holies of the Hebraic temple. These arguments 

have been challenged by critics such as Annabel Endicott and Lee Ann Johnson 

who have demonstrated the many problems with this analogy. Although "The 

Church-porch" could be a deliberate parallel to the temple's porch, "The 

Church" and "The Church Militant" do not fit so easily into the comparison. 

For example, the altar in the temple's holy place was an altar of incense, not of 

sacrifice, and stood, not at the entrance, but at the far end in front of the veil 

leading to the holy of holies (Exodus 30:6). Similarly, there is no obvious 

resemblance between the holy of holies and "The Church Militant". 

If the title of the collection is put to one side and the poetry itself explored, it is 

evident that although some references to the temple appear it is not a central 

image. It is the church which provides the central focus of the work, mentioned 

in each of the running titles and referred to in various sequences and many 

individual poems. However, the structure of the large central section of the 

collection, "The Church", bears close resemblance to the structure of the Old 

Testament tabernacle. 

The distinctions between tabernacle, temple and church are important in an 

understanding of Herbert's work. The tabernacle or tent of meeting was the 

place of worship used by the Israelites during the early years of their history. It 

was a temporary structure, a tent, which was later superseded by the temple in 

Jerusalem. The temple was designed around the basic plan of the tabernacle but 

was considerably larger and more complex and was made of stone. The Bible 

describes both of these structures in turn as the dwelling place of God on earth, 



the place of his presence. However, since the time of Christ, God has chosen to 

dwell among us not in man-made structures but within the hearts of his people. 

This is probably the greatest distinction between the Old and New Testament 

accounts of God's dealings with mankind. The church is properly the composite 

of believers in every nation and throughout all time who comprise the Body of 

Christ. By association, the building where believers congregate to worship has 

also become known as the church. 

As a devoted student of the Bible Herbert would have been very familiar with 

the tabernacle which is the subject of at least 50 chapters of the Old Testament. 

If one considers that the creation of the earth is given only two chapters, the 

importance of the tabernacle is clear (Cartledge, Tabernacle Truths 1). The 

precise plan of the tabernacle was revealed to Moses on Mt Sinai and the 

structure was built accordhg to this plan and used as the place of worship for the 

people of Israel for nearly 400 years until King David built the temple in 

Jerusalem (Connor, Tabernacle of Moses 1; a plan of the tabernacle is given in 

Appendix . - D). The temple was modelled on the tabernacle but was much more 

complex, including a porch and many courts and side rooms. In the Scriptures 

the temple is an important image with specified parallels to the heavenly temple 

(Revelation 1 1 : 19), Christ's body (John 2: 19-21), the church (Ephesians 2:21) 

and the individual believer (1 Corinthians 3:16-17). However, it is in the 

detailed treatment of the construction, description and significance of the 

tabernacle that the Bible gives its fullest explication of the person and work of 

Christ and the nature of his Body, the church: 

The altar speaks of Him on the cross, the laver speaks of Him as the 
eternal word, the table of shewbread as Christ the bread of Life, the lamp 
as Christ the light of the world, the incense altar speaks of our 
interceding High Priest, the ark speaks of His supreme authority and 
kingly position and finished work. The wood in the tabernacle points to 
His humanity, the gold to His deity, the silver to His blood [the ransom 
money], the brass to His perfect holiness. Purple speaks of His royalty, 
white of His righteousness, scarlet of His sacrifice and of His blood. The 
veil points to His body which must be rent to give access to God and so 
we might go on and on for every single part in every detail in this 
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tabernacle in some way prefigured and foreshadowed some aspect of the 
infinite work of the Lord Jesus Christ. (Cartledge, Tabernacle Truths 7) 

In this way, every detail was symbolic, the typology of the tabernacle extending 

from Christ to his church (Cartledge, Tabernacle Truths 9). As the dwelling 

place of God on earth, the tabernacle symbolised the Christ who would come as 

well as the church which has been God's dwelling place on earth since the 

resurrection: 

In whom [Christ] ye also are builded together for an habitation of God 
through the Spirit. (Ephesians 2:22) 

The Bible gives a progressive revelation of the dwelling places of God fiom the 

tabernacle to the temple and then to the person of the Lord Jesus Christ. Since 

the time of Christ, God has chosen to dwell in the church, individually in each 

believer's heart and corporately in the church as a body (Ephesians 3: 17, 1 Peter 

25). In this way, God dwelt originally among his people and finally in his 

people who have become his dwelling place (Conner, Tabernacle of Moses 8-9). 

The symbolic parallels to the church throughout the tabernacle reinforce this 

doctrine: the way into the church is via the cross, symbolised by the brazen 

altar; essential in the life of the church is the application of the Scriptures, 

symbolised by the laver; prayer and worship are vital, symbolised in the 

tabernacle by the incense altar; the illumination of the Holy Spirit, symbolised 

by the golden lamp, is essential to the spiritual life; and so on. In effect, the 

tabernacle was visual prophecy. In drawing parallels between the tabernacle and 

the large middle section of the poetry entitled "The Church" , Herbert is pointing 

to the biblical relationship between the church and the tabernacle, and he does 

this in exactly the same way that the Bible does, through a symbolic structure. 

The tabernacle was a large rectangular tent with no roof for the greater part and 

an earthen floor. There was only one entrance comprising an ornately 

embroidered multicoloured veil, inside which stood the brazen altar. All 

Israelites were able to enter at this door provided they offered the appropriate 

sacrifice. This is the image which opens "The Church", the sacrifice of Jesus, 



the Lamb of God, being offered on the cross to make a way into God's presence 

for any who would come. 

The brazen altar stood in the outer court where the only other item of fimiture 

was the laver, also made of brass. The laver, a large basin filled with water for 

the priests to wash in, typifies the Word of God and its power to cleanse the 

believer (Conner, The Tabernacle of Moses 95-97). It was placed in the outer 

court to symbolise the Bible's availability to all. The outer court was a 

comparatively large area, open to the sky and walled by white linen curtains. It 

was the blood of the sacrifice that made the people eligible for entry to the outer 

court but it took a deeper consecration to go further into the tabernacle, into the 

holy place, and only the Levitical priests could enter here. 

The biblical account of the tabernacle includes a detailed description of the 

priests' dress and service and this is mirrored in the Priesthood sequence of '' The 

Church" which runs fiom "The Priesthood" to "Aaron". The priests came 

fiom the tribe . - of Levi and were set apart for the service of the tabernacle which 

they Mfilled in turn. They were dressed "for glory and for beauty" (Exodus 

28:2) and ministered to the people and to God, burning incense daily before the 

Lord and sacrificing on the brazen altar the animals brought by the people. They 

kept the lamp in the holy place 111 of fiesh oil so that it would burn continually 

as a picture of the anointing of the Holy Spirit, and ate unleavened bread at the 

table of shewbread every Sabbath day symbolising mankind's fellowship with 

God (Conner, The Tabernacle of Moses 39-44). 

The holy place had one entrance, a heavily embroidered veil, and was made of 

wood overlaid with gold. It had a covering for a roof and housed the menorah or 

golden lampstand, the table of shewbread and the incense altar. The outer court 

was open to the air and lit by natural light but the holy place was completely 

enclosed and lit by the -seven lamps of the lampstand. The golden glow and 

perfumed air made it a place of great beauty as befitted the place of worship. 

The penultimate sequence of "The Church" captures the beauty and holiness of 



the holy place in the sweet fragrance of "The Odour" and the gold of "The 

Elixir". It syrnbolises in the poetry the place of spiritual maturity and worship. 

Only the high priest could enter the holy of holies which was a golden room, 

again with a heavily embroidered curtain at its entrance, housing the ark of the 

covenant with its mercy seat made of solid gold. This room, the place of God's 

presence, had no natural or artificial 'light but was lit by the glory of God. In 

"The Church" it is represented by the final sequence where the believer passes 

through death into eternal life to sit at rest in the presence of God. 

The sequences of "The Church" do not correspond precisely to the features of 

the tabernacle. Rather, there is enough similarity to suggest the comparison, to 

evoke a picture of the church as the tabernacle of Moses, the place of sacrifice 

and worship where the priests ministered and the glory of God rested, the place 

appointed by God to be his dwelling place on earth. 

2 The Church of England: Building and Liturgy 

Throughout The Temple, the tabernacle image is overlaid by another organising 

image, that of the church, thus reinforcing the symbolic connection between 

these two entities. The church as the Body of Christ meets in the church 

building and shares in communal worship and liturgical practice. 

The collection opens with "The Church-porch" which suggests the porch at the 

entrance of the church building in its title as well as its function. The porch was 

where catechumens were instructed, and church porches were often used for 

schools in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (Parry 93). As instruction is 

clearly the controlling purpose of Herbert's long poem, its rules of morality and 

civility aimed at preparing the youth for entrance into the church, the didactic 

purpose of the poem reflects this function of the church porch. Herbert stresses 
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the architectural analogy by following "The Church-porch" with 

" Superlirninare", the lintel above the doorway. In fact, the architectural analogy 

is so strong that the reader expects to find the door at the opening of "The 

Church" but is presented instead with a picture of the sacrificed Christ. In this 

way, Herbert positions the reader to "discover" the biblical metaphor of Christ 

as the door into the church: "I am the door: by me if any man enter in, he shall 

be saved" (John 10:9). 

With the opening of "The Church", the church building analogy is laid to one 

side as other parallels are picked up and developed, until the sequence of five 

poems whose titles and images clearly suggest once again the physical building 

(" Church-monuments" to "The Windows"). Here, strong visual images of the 

patterned floor, the stained glass windows, the monuments and the aural image 

of church music continue the picture of the church building in lines such as: 

Mark you the floore? That square and speckled stone, 
Which looks so firm and strong, 

Is Patience: 

And th' other black and grave, wherewith each one 
Is checker'd all along, 

Humilitie. ("The Church-floore" 1-6) 

Herbert's technique throughout the collection is to present enough detail to 

evoke the organising image but not to labour it with point by point comparisons. 

The smoothness with which he moves through one image into another, knitting 

all together into a multi-dimensional unity is one of the hallmarks of his art. 

As the poetry is evoking this image of the church building, the liturgy is also 

being suggested, subtly at first but with increasing insistence. Verbal echoes of 

the Book of Common Prayer begin in "The Church-porch" in lines such as the 

following, which Herbert's seventeenth century readers would have instantly 

recognised as alluding to the Burial Service: 

Look on meat, think it dirt, then eat a bit; 
And say withall, Earth to earth I commit. (1 3 1-32) 
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In her comprehensive study, George Herbert and the Liturgy of the Church of 

England, Rosemary van Wengen-Shute observes the skill with which liturgical 

associations are built up throughout The Temple. For example, in 

"Superlirninare" those who have been prepared are invited to "approach, and 

taste / The churches mystical1 repast" (3-4). This exactly parallels the invitation 

to receive Communion which is given to those who, after receiving instruction 

in the faith so that they can answer the questions in the Shorter Catechism, have 

been brought to the Bishop for Confirmation, as in the Church of England 

Confirmation and First Communion coincide (Wengen-Shute 42). Once again, 

the reader is positioned to expect that the poetry will move into some 

presentation of the Communion Service but meets instead the crucified Christ- 

and realises that this is indeed the substance of the Communion Service. 

Wengen-Shute stresses the absolute necessity of reading the poems in sequence 

for their cumulative effect-observing, for example, that "The Altar" and "The 

Sacrifice" provide "an essential theological background against which all the 

subsequent poems must be read" (1 2 1). 

As well as the subtle references to the liturgy which appear throughout the 

collection, many of the poems take their exact titles from the church calendar, 

the sacraments or the Daily Offices. For example, " Mattens" and " Even-song" 

mark a tiny sequence describing the liturgical day which is embedded within a 

somewhat longer sequence which runs from "Whitsunday" to "Trinitie 

Sunday", one week in the liturgical calendar. "Good Friday", "Eastery', 

" Whitsunday" , " Trinitie Sunday", " Christmas" and " Lent" appear in correct 

order in relation to one another but do not begin with Christmas in the manner of 

the liturgical calendar. As Wengen-Shute remarks, "the sequence starts, like the 

Christian life, at the Cross" (129). In fact, when faced with the dilemma of 

whether to begin the sequence at the proper place according to the ecclesiastical 

calendar or to begin "The Church" with the death and resurrection of Christ, 

Herbert's decision to begin with " Good Friday" symbolises his conviction that, 

in the Christian life, all must be subjected to Christ, even liturgical practice. 
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Interestingly, all the poems carrying liturgical titles appear in the first half of the 

collection, none appearing after the Antiphon sequence. In the second half of 

the work the poems deal with personal faith more than liturgical practice and this 

follows the pattern of the church calendar where the first half of the year, Advent 

to Whitsun, is concerned with events in the life and ministry of Christ, and the 

second half of the year focuses on doctrine and the Christian life (Wengen-Shute 

130). In this way, the church calendar exerts a strong shaping influence on The 

Temple- not, however, as Wengen-Shute suggests, with a moving away from 

the church's seasons and services (137), but rather with an internalisation of 

them as the believer matures in the spiritual life. 

Also characterised by its liturgical focus is the third major sequence of "The 

Church" which extends from "Antiphon [I]" to "Antiphon [2]". As the ritual 

of the Church of England is steeped in music, music is a shaping influence on 

this sequence, marked at beginning and end by song and comprising five groups 

of eight poems, the number eight subtlely suggesting the musical octave. The 

Church Building sequence of five poems is embedded within one of these 

octaves to picture the church building as the setting for communal worship. 

The Psalms form an integral part of liturgical practice in the Church of England, 

often read or sung antiphonally. The two main themes of the Psalms, praise for 

God's lovingkindness and complaint or lament, lend themselves to antiphonal 

treatment, the dual themes expressed in two voices singing alternate verses and 

joining together at certain points. A minor key is used to express lament and 

conflict while a major key is used for expressions of praise (Wengen-Shute 67). 

The liturgical intention of the two "Antiphon" poems is clear, their titles and 

two-part structure evoking a picture of liturgical worship. In many other poems 

throughout "The Church" this dual structure is more subtle yet unmistakably 

present. For example, the first of the two speaking voices in "The Collar" 

expresses complaint and frustration while the second voice in the poem, the 

voice of God, expresses calm assurance. The use of dialogue is everywhere 
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present throughout "The Church" and is an expression of the liturgical practices 

of call and response and antiphonal singing. 

3 The Bible 

Herbert evidently took delight in presenting multiple images with increasing 

complexity and seemingly little effort for, as the organising images of 

tabernacle and church are developing, another image, that of the Bible, is being 

evoked. As well as being rich in biblical allusions The Temple mirrors what 

commentators have noted as the patterning, poetic strategies and the overall 

shape of the Bible, and its thematic unity (see for example, Moulton, The 

Literary Study of the Bible, and Robinson, The Poetry of the Old Testament). 

In his examination of Hebraic poetry and its influence on seventeenth century 

literature, Harold Fisch identifies the debt Herbert owes the Bible, describing 

Herbert as a "Hebraic" writer who preserves "the poetic vibrations of the 

Hebrew" in his interplay between the voices of the soul and God and the 

dramatic movement of call and response evident in the poetry (57): 

Herbert's poetry has its roots deep in the Psalter, and its simplicity is that 
of the Psalmist. . . . The Hebrew Psalms articulate in simple primary 
images the human need for confession, prayer, and trust. As a literary 
document, they provide the prototype for that special kind of subjective 
poetry in which the soul addresses itself to a personal God who deals 
with His creatures in love and justice. (57-58) 

In the preface to his translation of the Psalms Peter Levi describes them as being, 

in the original Hebrew " full of word-play, puns and synonyms . . . [with] sudden 

twists of meaning and feeling" and he describes "the uneven and unpredictable 

progression of certain psalms" (ix). Frequently, a psalm begins on a note of 

sorrow or complaint and ends with praise. Sometimes, as in Psalm 22, the 

whole psalm is given to lament and the responding expression of trust and 

assurance comes in the following psalm, in this case, Psalm 23. This is 
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strikingly similar to what we frnd in "The Church", poems whose tone changes 

completely during the course of the poem and others whose anger or 

hopelessness is answered in the calm faith of the poem which follows. This 

suggests that Herbert is deliberately mirroring the Psalms throughout "The 

Church" and building links between poems in the same way as the psalmist 

does. 

Parallelism, comprising statement and counter-statement in a rhythm of parallel 

thoughts, is the poetic technique which underlies biblical poetry. In the Bible it 

is expressed in couplets and triplets, a couplet consisting of two parallel ideas, a 

triplet of three (Moulton 48). For example: 

Make haste, 0 God, to deliver me; 
make haste to help me, 0 Lord. (Psalm 70: 1) 

I cried unto the Lord with my voice; 
with my voice unto the Lord did I make my supplication. (Psalm 142: 1) 

Wisdom crieth without; 
she uttereth her voice in the streets: 

She crieth in the chief place of concourse, 
in the openings of the gates: 
in the city she uttereth her words, saying, 

How long, ye simple ones, will ye love simplicity? 
And the scorners delight in their scorning, 
and fools hate knowledge? (Proverbs 1 :20-22) 

This parallel structure can be seen in poems throughout The Temple such as 

"Doomsday" and "LYEnvoy" which are designed around ryhming couplets, in 

the triplets of "The Sacrifice" and in "The Church Militant" where a triplet 

marks the climax of the poem (lines 267-69) which is otherwise in rhyming 

couplets. 

The pattern of parallel thoughts which is the basic organising principle of 

biblical poetry is also a structural feature of larger sections of the Bible where 

chapters and sometimes whole books have their parallel expression. For 
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example, the books of Samuel describe the life of David, focusing on his sin, 

while in 1 Chronicles another account of his life is given, this time focusing on 

his greatness. The fourfold parallelism of the gospels emphasises different 

perspectives on the life of Christ. There are two accounts of the creation, two of 

Noah and the ark and so on, this pattern of dualism repeated throughout the Old 

and New Testaments (Veith, Reading Between the Lines, 87-88). Herbert 

employs the same strategy throughout The Temple and in the same way, 

sometimes on a large scale and sometimes in small details. For example, "The 

Church-porch" parallels and balances "The Church Militant" in many ways, the 

two lengthy poems framing the central panel of "The Church" and throwing it 

into relief. In the same way that "Antiphon [I]" parallels "Antiphon [2]", 

many poems parallel each other, sometimes in their titles and sometimes in their 

imagery or other poetic features. There are pairs of sonnets, a pair of pattern 

poems, two "Jordan" poems, two "Justice" poems and so on. 

The larger organisation of the Bible is also reflected loosely in the overall pattern 

of The Temple. The Bible begins with the Old Testament emphasis on the law 

in the books of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy, and this is 

mirrored in the rules and lessons of" The Church-porch" . The poetry progresses 

to the death and resurrection of Christ in the Altar sequence which is the focus of 

the four gospels at the opening of the New Testament. The soul's spiritual 

progress, which is the subject of the "The Church", has its parallel in the 

epistles where Paul and the other New Testament writers explore the application 

of the teachings of Christ to the believer's life. The marriage supper of the 

Lamb in the Book of Revelation (195-9) is alluded to in "Love [3]", the closing 

poem of "The Church". Finally, the picture in Revelation of the sweep of time 

from the days of early Israel to the end of time has its parallel in the expanse of 

time recorded in "The Church Militant" with its survey of the progress of the 

church from its beginnings to the final judgement. 

To a casual observer The Temple may seem to be no more than a collection of 

diverse pieces, and the Bible too gives this impression. Yet both have a 
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common theme running throughout, the saving love of God for mankind, and 

both are undergirded by a definite structure which gives unity and shape. 

Clearly, The Temple is saturated with the Scriptures, not only in its content as 

Chana Bloch has shown in her very thorough study, Spelling the Word, but also 

in its structural features. 

4 The People of God 

The notion of "the people of God" is yet another organising image informing 

the collection. The church in its widest sense embraces all believers from every 

nation and throughout history, the Bible referring to them as the people of God: 

Which in time past were not a people, but are now the people of God: 
which had not obtained mercy, but now have obtained mercy. (1 Peter 
2:lO) 

The title and position of "The Church-porch" suggest that which is outside the 

church; that is, those who have not yet entered into the Christian life. In its 

focus on rules of morality and conduct "The Church-porch" suggests the Old 

Testament Israelites living under the Law of Moses whose focus was on 

observing the myriad details of the law and ritual practice. "The Church-Porch" 

is highly structured, very regular to the point of monotony and is lengthy. 

Similarly, the Old Testament period was long, there was little flexibility under 

the law, and individuals had little freedom in their approach to God. In the 

subtle parallel suggested here, Herbert points to the claim made in the Epistle to 

the Romans, that the Israelites, although called to be God's chosen people 

(1 Kings 3:8) could not truly become the people of God by simply obeying 

outward forms: 

For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly; neither is that circumcision, 
which is outward in the flesh: But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly; 
and circumcision is that of the heart, in the spirit, and not in the letter [of 
the law]; whose praise is not of men but of God. (Romans 2:28-29) 
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The proximity of "The Church-porch" to "The Church" may also suggest the 

contrast between believers who have entered the church and become part of the 

Body of Christ and people who, although living a moral life and fulfilling all the 

rules of conduct approved by a moral society, have never committed themselves 

to a relationship with Christ and so remain outside the church with no access to 

heaven after death. Herbert's subtlety is evident in his communication of this 

doctrine solely through the structure of the collection. 

In its formality and its emphasis on conduct, "The Church-porch" also suggests 

the external view of the Christian life. The porch was an open structure, fully 

visible to all passers-by, whereas the activities within the church were only 

visible to those within. In just this way, the poetry suggests that all that is 

visible to the world of the Christian lifestyle are the external features of conduct 

and behaviour while the true matters of the Christian life, such as faith and 

commitment to Christ, are matters of the heart and not externally apparent. 

Similarly, there is the suggestion that the Christian life is much more than 

external conduct and outward forms; it is a changed heart, a renewed focus and 

a submission of one's will to the will of God. 

"The Church" pictures the Body of Christ, the church of the new dispensation, 

Christ having brought freedom to his people. Each believer has reached a 

different level of spiritual maturity and there is a great richness and diversity 

among the people of God. Old and young, rich and poor, intellectual and 

illiterate stand side by side, the common denominator their allegiance to the 

lordship of Christ. Similarly, the Christian life brings a great diversity of 

experience from personal fulfilment to self-sacrifice, from weeping to laughter, 

from trials and persecution to rich blessings and deep satisfaction. This variety 

is mirrored in the intense variety in the poems which include anagrams, 

acrostics, puns, conceits, hymns, complaints, lamentations, quarrels, rejoicings, 

dialogues and meditations. Summers considers Herbert "the most consistently 

interesting experimenter in the English lyric between Sidney and Yeats" (Heirs 
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99). The rich diversity of stanza patterns that the poems display has been 

investigated by Albert Hayes who notes: 

the 127 stanzaic poems in The Temple represent 1 1 1 different stanza 
patterns. Of these 11 1 patterns, 1 1 are used twice, 1 three times, and 1 
four times. The other 98 are unique in Herbert; most of them also, in 
English poetry. And yet they are not outlandish patterns, but the natural 
and often beautiful result of what seems at times systematic 
experimentation. (283) 

Herbert's skilful and often surprising use of counterpoint and this intense variety 

of stanza patterns reflect the diversity of the people of God. Some poems 

suggest youth, some old age; some are playful and marked by extraordinary 

simplicity, while others are formal and still others are a celebration of wit and 

joie de vivre. For example, "sweet youth" is referred to in "The Church-porch" 

while the white hairs and dull brain of old age are pictured in "The 

Forerunners". The two-lined "Anagram" plays on the words Mary and army : 

How well her name an Army doth present, 
In whom the Lord of Hosts did pitch his tent! 

"Paradise" has all the simplicity of a child's puzzle: 

I bless thee, Lord, because I GROW 
Among they trees, which in a ROW 
To thee both fruit 'and order ow. (1-3) 

"Heaven" is an echo poem, "Coloss. 3.3" carries a hidden acrostic, poems like 

" Jesu", "Love-joy" and "The Sonne" develop puns on initial letters, syllables 

and words. Through poems such as these Herbert celebrates the joy of the life of 

faith, asserting the sanctity of playfulness and presenting it as an integral part of 

the Christian experience (Marcus 1 18-20). These playll lyrics contrast with the 

serious formality of sonnets such as "Love [2]" : 

Immortal1 Heat, 0 let thy greater flame 
Attract the lesser to it: let those fires, 
Which shall consume the world, first make it tame; 
And kindle in our hearts such true desires, 
As may consume our lusts, and make thee way. (1 -5) 
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Songs like "Antiphon [1]" are marked by a surprising yet quite beautiful 

simplicity: 

Cho. Let all the world in ev'ry comer sing, 
My God and King. 

Vers. The heav'ns are not too high, 
His praise may thither flie: 
The earth is not too low, 
His praises there may grow. 

Cho. Let all the world in ev'ry comer sing, 
My God and King. (1 -8) 

The wit of poems like "Redemption" and the strange metaphors employed in 

"The Bag" and many other similarly curious poems create a rich interplay of 

mood, tone and texture. In this way "The Church" reflects the body of 

believers, a great diversity from "every nation, and kindred, and tongue, and 

people" (Revelation 14:6), a diverse people encountering the full spectrum of 

human emotions and experiences, yet with one common feature-all have 

become members of the church through identification with the death and 

resurrection of Christ. 

The final poem in the collection, "The Church Militant", gives an overview of 

the Old Testament Israelites and the New Testament church, and looks at the 

history of the people of God from Noah to Herbert's day and beyond. It presents 

a picture of the people of God from the viewpoint of eternity, no longer an 

assortment of individuals but a unity with one history and one destiny. 

5 The Individual Believer 

The progress of the individual believer forms another organising image which 

gives shape to The Temple. The individual's physical development is suggested 

as the poetry moves from the youth of "The Church-porch" to the white hairs 
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of "The Forerunners" and later, death. Similarly, the believer's spiritual 

development is mirrored in the progress of the poetry from "The Church-porch" 

through "The Church" to the new view of reality experienced in eternity which 

is expressed in " The Church Militant'' . 

"The Church-porch" pictures the individual approaching the Christian life, 

receiving instruction in moral conduct and the fimdarnentals of the Christian 

faith. The tone is objective and rational because the individual's level of 

awareness is detached and impersonal (Walker 298). Obedience and conformity 

are all that is required of the believer at this stage. 

On entrance into the church, however, much more is required. As the believer 

identifies with Jesus' death and resurrection, pictured in the poetry in the Altar 

sequence, the level of awareness becomes increasingly contemplative (Walker 

298). The individual engages emotionally with the sufferings of Christ: "A 

broken altar, Lord, thy servant rears" ("The Altar" 1); experiences guilt for sin 

("The Sinner"); joy at forgiveness: "Rise heart; thy Lord is risen. Sing his 

praise 1 Without delays" ("Easter" 1); and a steady inner conflict as the struggle 

to allow the self to be subjected to the will of God intensifies: 

Full of rebellion, I would die, 
Or fight, or travel, or deny 
That thou hast ought to do with me. 

0 tame my heart; 
It is thy highest art 

To captivate strongholds to thee. ("Nature" 1-6) 

As the understanding and acceptance of divine grace grows so does love for 

God. The believer becomes an active participant in communal worship, 

partaking of the sacraments and engaging hlly in the rites of the church. 

Once sin is dealt with at the cross it is the self that must be harnessed and 

disciplined. This is the focus of the middle sequences of "The Church" which 

record a series of victories and defeats as the believer progressively develops the 

ability to accept God's will. An important development is the movement from 
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frustration and despair in affliction to a growing conviction that it is mankind's 

part to love God in all circumstances, and that God uses affliction to bring 

growth in the spiritual life. Intimacy with God develops as prayer is mastered, 

progressing fiom formal monologue to intimate dialogue with God. The poetry 

demonstrates the many forms prayer may take, poems of celebration and praise, 

of thanksgiving and contemplation, interspersed with laments, complaints and 

poems of affliction. In some of the poems it is not the believer who initiates 

prayer, but God. For example, in "The Collar", the speaker is communing with 

his own heart when God intervenes and speaks the word that brings the calm 

assurance with which the poem closes. 

The Priesthood sequence pictures the believer finally submitting to the will of 

God and making the commitment to a life of service. This is the last stage 

before spiritual maturity is reached, pictured in the poetry in the penultimate 

sequence. Here the beauty of a relationship with God, love for God and total 

dependence on God is the focus of the poetry. 

The poem that opens the final sequence of "The Church", "A Wreath", presents 

the vivid image of a floral wreath on a grave and this image is reinforced by the 

title of the poem that follows it, "Death". However, the poem declares the 

wreath to be a "garland of deserved praise" (I), the emblem of victory. The 

ambiguity of this image works powerfdly to express both the death of the 

believer and the spiritual reality of the entrance into eternity. "Heaven" follows 

" Death", " Dooms-day" and "Judgement", as the believer enters the presence 

of God and sits at rest in "Love [3]". The final sequence of "The Church" 

shows the sure end of the believer who holds firm to the faith until the end. 

"The Church Militant" presents the believer's new perspective in eternity, now 

experiencing God's omniscient mode of awareness and seeing the sweep of 

human history fiom this new position outside space and time (Walker 298). 
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In this way, the poetry pictures the steady development of the believer's 

perception and knowledge of divine truth as the presence of God is realised ever 

more fully. According to Izaak Walton, Herbert considered it: 

a picture of the many spiritual conflicts that have passed betwixt God 
and my soul, before I could subject mine to the will of Jesus my master: 
in whose service I have now found perfect freedom. (223) 

The focus on the individual believer here is clear. The Temple pictures the 

believer on the journey from ignorance to knowledge, from the first steps of 

obedience to maturity in affliction and ultimate union with God, and presents a 

picture of God's active participation in the believer's life. 



SECTION TWO 

THE SEQUENCES 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PORCH 

"The Church-porch" 

The name of the lengthy poem that opens The Temple immediately suggests the 

architectural image of the church and, as Sheridan Blau notes, the title identifies 

the poem as a type of prologue to the collection (142). Its didactic purpose is 

also immediately evident: 

A verse may finde him, who a sermon flies, 
And turn delight into a sacrifice. (5-6) 

The poem is distinctive in its focus on outward appearance and moral conduct in 

contrast to the poems of "The Church" which are expressions of inner states of 

consciousness and powerfid emotions. It serves to define what is right and 

l a h l  in matters of conduct, giving practical wisdom concerning daily living. 

According to Luther, the functions of the Law of Moses were twofold: the usus 

civilis, to regulate society and restrain evil, and the usus theologicus, to reveal to 

man his sin (Veith, Reformation Spirituality 58). "The Church-Porch" 

functions in just this way. Galatians 3:24 states that "the law was our 

schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ" and in the same way "The Church- 

porch" prepares the youth for entrance into the church. 

Summers argues that the poem's 77 stanzas are organised around the Seven 

Deadly Sins beginning with the sins of the flesh, lechery and gluttony, 

progressing to the sins that more directly affect society-sloth and avarice-and 
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closing with the serious spiritual sins of anger, envy and pride (Heirs 90). 

Similarly, Martz considers that the poem is organised around the three general 

divisions of sins concerning individual behaviour, sins regarding social conduct 

and sins concerning religious duties (Poetry of Meditation 291). Both these 

commentators offer some useful assistance in understanding the poem, yet both 

miss the significant fact that the focus of the poem is not so much on sins as on 

virtues, although Summers concedes that Herbert emphasises the virtues 

opposing the Deadly Sins (91). For example, although the early stanzas 

certainly deal with lechery and drunkenness their focus is actually on chastity 

and temperance. Later, gluttony is alluded to, but in the context of self- 

discipline; and when money is discussed it is not avarice which is stressed but 

rather thrift and generosity. The poem certainly contains warnings against sin, 

but its essence is instruction in virtue. 

The first stanza gives the introductory address and immediately defines the 

poem's intended audience: 

Thou, whose sweet youth and early hopes inhance 
Thy rate and price, and mark thee for a treasure; 
Hearken unto a Verser, who may chance 
Rhyme thee to good, and make a bait of pleasure. (1-4) 

As the poem progresses the image of this worldly youth is built up as one who 

is intelligent and self-focused, taking pleasure in verse and wit. He is evidently 

familiar with conventional Christianity but has neither love for God nor intimacy 

with him. 

From the opening address the poem moves into instruction in chastity (stanzas 2- 

4): "Beware of lust . . . abstain wholly, or wed", followed by teaching on 

temperance (stanzas 5-9): "Drink not the third glasse." Five stanzas follow on 

the misuse of language: swearing, lying and boasting about sins (stanzas 9-13). 

These stanzas include two of the Ten Commandments, and suggest Matthew 

1 5: 1 1 where Jesus says: 
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Not that which goeth into the mouth defileth a man; but that which 
cometh out of the mouth, this defileth a man. 

Diligence is advocated next: "Flie idlenesse . . . Art thou a Magistrate? then be 

severe: 1 If studious, copie fair . . . if souldier, / Chase brave employments" and 

the cause of sloth in England is explained as an improper education (stanzas 14- 

19). Advice on how to build character follows with exhortations to constancy, 

sincerity and self-discipline (stanzas 20-25). The youth is advised to establish 

good habits, to live by rule and to embrace the discipline of self-reflection. 

Money is the subject of the next nine stanzas (26-34): 

Be thriftie, but not covetous . . . 
Never exceed thy income . . . 
By no means runne in debt . . . 

Simple elegance in dress is advised and the youth is warned against the 

expensive extravagance in clothes that was the fashion in the seventeenth 

century. Gambling is not forbidden but is a matter for wisdom and self-restraint: 

Play not for gain, but sport . . . 

If yet thou love game at so deere a rate, 
Learn this, that hath old gamesters deerely cost: 
Dost lose? rise up: dost winne? rise in that state. 
Who strive to sit out losing hands, are lost. (stanzas 33-34) 

Social conduct is the focus of stanzas 35 to 62, beginning with instruction in 

civility: 

Be sweet to all . . . 
Catch not at quarrels . . . 

Self-control is the ruling virtue here. Wit is the subject of stanzas 39 to 42, 

followed by advice on the correct way to relate to superiors: respectfully and 

without envy. Advice on friendship is mixed with warnings against being a 

guarantor for a friend, and instruction in the art of conversation is given: "A 

civil guest 1 Will no more talk all, than eat all the feast" (stanza 5 1). Stanza 55 

carries a call to kindness: 
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All worldly joyes go less 
To the one joy of doing kindnesses. 

The importance of pursuing goals in life and being honourable in all one's 

dealings is the concern of stanzas 56 to 59, followed by two stanzas giving 

advice on conduct when travelling in foreign lands. Stanza 62 deals with 

cleanliness: 

Affect in things about thee cleanlinesse, 
That all may gladly board thee, as a flowre. 
Slovens take up their stock of noisomnesse 
Beforehand, and anticipate their last houre. 
Let thy rnindes sweetnesse have his operation 
Upon thy body, clothes, and habitation. 

The remaining stanzas suggest Jesus' answer to the lawyer who asked him what 

the most important of the commandments was: 

Jesus said unto him, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, 
and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind. This is the first and great 
commandment. And the second is like unto it, Thou shalt love thy 
neighbour as thyself. On these two commandments hang all the law and 
the prophets. (Matthew 22:37-40) 

Herbert reverses the order, beginning with almsgiving as the expression of one's 

love for others (stanzas 63-64) and devoting eleven stanzas to public and private 

worship (stanzas 65-75). The need for regular church attendance is stressed and 

detailed instruction in appropriate conduct in church is given: 

In time of service seal up both thine eies, 
And send them to thine heart; that spying sinne, 
They may weep out the stains by them did rise. (stanza 70) 

The poem concludes with a call to self-examination and virtuous conduct. 

Throughout "The Church-porch" the moral life is presented as the truly rational 

one, sin is pictured as unintelligent and self-destructive and moral living is 

shown to result in happiness and well-being (Summers, Heirs 92-99). The poem 
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presents a strong line of argument for right living and shows Herbert's mastery 

of the art of rhetorical persuasion. 

It appears that Herbert designed the poem around significant numbers according 

to Augustinian number symbolism (see Appendix E). The six-line stanzas are 

patterned with smooth regularity, the number six appropriately symbolic of 

mankind according to Augustine's model, and the decasyllabic lines recalling 

the Ten Commandments of the Old Testament. Hence, the numeric structure of 

the poem suggests the application of God's laws to mankind, neatly 

encapsulating the poem's theme. As Louis Martz observes, the poem extends 

through 78 stanzas in the Williams manuscript but was reduced to 77 stanzas in 

Herbert's revision, the perfect number of 77, in "a typical Herbertian touch . . . 

signifLing no doubt, that the man thus regulated has at last reached a degree of 

perfection sufficient to permit him to partake of the 'mystical repast"' (Poetry of 

Meditation 291). This subtly symbolic structure prepares the reader for the 

symbolic structure of" The Church". 

In the Vulgate and in the Latin writings of Calvin and others the word for 

commandments is praecepta; hence the "precepts" of " Superliminare" refer to 

the commandments, the Law of Moses. As Veith has shown, the moral advice 

given in "The Church-porch" stands theologically and structurally for the law, 

while "The Church" shows the way of grace (Reformation Spirituality 58-59). 

As in the Bible, the proclamation of the law precedes the proclamation of grace. 

Stanley Fish identifies the poem as catechistical, arguing that to be catechised is 

to be instructed in the precepts of the Christian faith. The poem's sub-title, 

"Perirrhanterium", the Greek term for an instrument used to sprinkle holy water, 

lends weight to this reading, the catechumen being "sprinkled" with the 

commandments. The Bible refers often to the water of the Word and its power 

to cleanse the lifestyle. For example: 
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Christ also loved the church, and gave himself for it; that he might 
sanctify and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word. 
(Ephesians 5: 25-26) 

Just so, "The Church-porch" serves to provide the novice with laws of morality 

and civility, rules to live by, that he may be fit to enter into a relationship with 

Christ. 

The position of the poem outside "The Church" suggests that the observance of 

moral and social laws cannot ensure one's salvation-the novice is still firmly 

outside the church at the end of the poem. The opening sequence of "The 

Church" makes it clear that salvation can only be effected by identification with 

Christ's sacrifice. However, right conduct is an appropriate preparation for the 

Christian life. 

Standing midway between "The Church-porch" and "The Church" is the little 

poem " Superliminare" : 

Thou, whom the former precepts have 
Sprinkled and taught, how to behave 
Thy self in church; approach, and taste 
The churches mystical1 repast. 

Avoid, Profanenesse; come not here: 
Nothing but holy, pure, and cleare, 
Or that which groneth to be so, 
May at his peril1 further go. 

The architectural image is picked up here, the title indicating the lintel above a 

doorway. The Williams manuscript gives each quatrain a page to itself, the first 

with the title "Perirrhanterium" which was later moved to provide a subtitle for 

"The Church-porch" , the second carrying the title " Superliminare" . The poems 

appear on facing pages indicating their close association. In the Bodleian 

manuscript the two quatrains appear on the same page but a double line divides 

them and " Superlirninare" appears as a page heading. These parallel verses pave 

the way for the parallel structure evident everywhere throughout "The Church". 

Whether Herbert intended the stanzas to comprise two separate poems may 
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never be established, but clearly he meant to distance "The Church-porch" from 

"The Church" structurally as well as thematically. His message is twofold: 

entrance to the church requires serious preparation and a willingness to modify 

one's lifestyle; and secondly, nothing evil will be given entrance, as the Book of 

Revelation makes clear: 

And there shall in no wise enter into it any thing that defileth, neither 
whatsoever worketh abomination, or maketh a lie: but they which are 
written in the Lamb's book of life. (2 1 :27) 

The inscription on the lintel invites the youth to enter at the door, which the 

Altar sequence reveals to be the cross of Calvary. Profanity comes here at its 

peril for "it is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God" (Hebrews 

10:3 1). 

"The Church-porch" has often been considered a lesser poem, far from 

Herbert's best work, yet if its function is realised it can be appreciated as a poem 

which perfectly fulfils its intended role in the collection. In its structure, its 

architectural imagery and its regular metre and rhyme it symbolises perfectly 

that which is outside the church, that which knows of God but does not yet know 

the beauty and richness of life with him. The poem provides the perfect foil for 

the extraordinary artistry of "The Church", throwing into relief the exquisite 

beauty of Christ and his church. As Bottrall observes, the poem allows for a 

complete change of atmosphere once the reader steps, as it were, over the 

threshold onto hallowed ground (60). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE ALTAR SEQUENCE: ENTRANCE TO THE 
CHURCH 

" The Altar" to " Easter-wings" 

The first sequence of "The Church" is marked unmistakably by the two shape 

poems in the collection, "The Altar" at the opening and "Easter-wings" at the 

close. There is a steady progression of connected ideas throughout the 

sequence developing the theme of the death and resurrection of Christ. Veith 

has commented upon the tight theological unity of the sequence (Reformation 

Spirituality 64), and this is indeed evident in its explication of the doctrine of 

salvation, the action of God's grace upon a repentant heart. Aside from the 

addition of two new poems and some minor reordering, the sequence is very 

little changed from its original form in the Williams manuscript. What has 

been changed, however, is the layout of the poems, no editor of The Temple 

ever having printed the collection in what would seem to be Herbert's intended 

form. 

In the Williams manuscript "The Altar" appears on a verso page facing "The 

Sacrifice". In fact, a page has been left blank to ensure that the two parts of 

" Superliminare" are on facing pages reserving the following verso position 

for "The Altar". The significance of this position is twofold. As well as 

marking the opening of a new sequence, it links the poem visually to "The 

Sacrifice". This is important as "The Altar" describes only the speaker's 
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broken heart and tears of repentance, the hard heart in the process of 

sanctification as the power of God works upon it: 

A broken ALTAR, Lord, thy servant reares 
Made of a heart, and cemented with teares. (1-2) 

The emblem of the stony heart immediately suggests the Schola Cordis 

tradition, the thrice repeated "heart" focusing the attention upon what 

becomes, as "The Church" progresses, a central emblem. However, other 

than "thy blessed Sacrifice" in the penultimate line, no reference to Jesus is 

made. It is in the following poem that the link to Jesus becomes clear, the title 

picking up the word "sacrifice" from the end of "The Altar" as the poem 

focuses exclusively upon Christ and his suffering. Similarly, the shape of 

"The Altar" suggests the connection to Christ. As C, C. Brown and W. P. 

Ingoldsby have pointed out, the visual shape of the poem must be read " as part 

of its careklly controlled symbolic language" (461). The altar pattern evokes 

a picture of the Old Testament tabernacle where the brazen altar stood at the 

entrance and no person could approach the presence of God without first 

offering a sacrifice upon it. Throughout the Scriptures the blood shed upon 

this altar is referred to as a type of the blood of Christ shed upon the cross. 

For example: 

Christ being come an high priest of good things to come, by a greater 
and more perfect tabernacle, not made with hands, that is to say, not of 
this building; neither by the blood of goats and calves, but by his own 
blood he entered once into the holy place, having obtained eternal 
redemption for us. For if the blood of bulls and of goats, and the ashes 
of an heifer sprinkling the unclean, sanctifieth to the purifying of the 
flesh: how much more shall the blood of Christ, who through the 
eternal Spirit offered himself without spot to God, purge your 
conscience from dead works to serve the living God? (Hebrews 9: 1 1 - 
14) 

By identifying the altar with the broken heart of the speaker and the message 

of the following poem Herbert presents the idea that the believer must identify 

with the sacrifice of Christ to become one with him and a member of his 

church. In fact, he demonstrates this identification in his construction of the 
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poetry. To read "The Altar" out of context is to miss completely its intended 

effect and the significance of its pattern on the page. 

Interestingly, the shape of the poem has still fkrther significance, Herbert 

having adopted the pattern from ancient classical poetry. Westerweel 

discusses the two altar poems in The Greek Anthology, one, by Besantinus, 

also known as Vestinus, resembling Herbert's poem in content as well as 

shape (68-70). Vestinus's poem was written around 100 AD. Two hundred 

years later Publius Optatianus Porfirius wrote a similar poem, this time in 

Latin, which resembles Herbert's poem even more closely (see Appendix G). 

In emulating a pagan form in this way and adapting it to a Christian purpose 

Herbert is symbolically subjecting classical paganism to Christ. 

"The Sacrifice" follows, with a verbal link connecting its title with the ending 

of "The Altar", and a similar link joining its last line with the opening of the 

next poem: 

Never was grief like mine. ("The Sacrifice" 252) 

Oh King of grief! ("The Thanksgiving [I]") 

Although the poem ends on a recto page this verbal link confirms that the 

sequence has not yet reached its end. The poem presents the central fact of 

Christianity: the willing sacrifice of Jesus to secure mankind's salvation. The 

Bible teaches that the penalty for sin is death, so the only way a sinful people 

can inherit eternal life is for a sinless man to die in their place. Since no 

person without sin had ever lived, God himself took human form in order that 

he might die for the sins of the world. This is the subject matter of the poem. 

Veith notes the references to Old Testament types of salvation which are 

interspersed throughout the poem including the lamb, deliverance from Egypt, 

the supply of manna from heaven and water from a rock (Reformation 

Spirituality 66). Throughout the poem Christ's love is juxtaposed starkly 

against the malice of the soldiers and the jeering crowd to heighten the picture 

of mankind's sin and God's grace. 
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This theme is further expressed in the poem's numeric structure (Severance 

232). The poem has 63 stanzas, six, the number of mankind and three, the 

number of the Trinity according to Augustinian number symbolism (see 

Appendix E). These numbers syrnbolise the simultaneous humanity and divinity 

of Christ: 

In him [Jesus] dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily. 
(Colossians 2:9) 

The number six confirms that even though he was fully God, Jesus suffered and 

died as a man. Each stanza has three lines with one rhyme symbolising the 

doctrine of the Trinity, three in one. This is echoed in the three stressed syllables 

of the refrain which consists of six syllables, again the number of mankind. The 

ten syllables of each rhyming line suggest the Ten Commandments, reflecting 

Jesus' words in Matthew 5: 17 that he came, not to destroy the Law, but to fulfil 

it. 

"The Sacrifice" is unique in The Temple in that it is the only poem which is a 

dramatic monologue with Christ as the speaker. "The Thanksgiving" 

immediately returns to the usual speaker of the poems whose personal 

inadequacy in the face of Christ's sacrifice establishes the poem's tone and 

tensions. The speaker's absurd attempts to rival Christ are quickly exhausted 

as the poem moves from Christ's grief and suffering, which the speaker cannot 

hope to imitate, to the promises of service and dedication which can never 

repay Christ for his supreme sacrifice: 

If thou dost give me wealth, I will restore 
All back unto thee by the poore. 

If thou dost give me honour, men shall see, 
The honour doth belong to thee. (1 9-22) 

The speaker's increasingly desperate attempts to repay Christ end with the 

realisation that nothing can ever be even remotely adequate. The answer to the 
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speaker's dilemma is, of course, found in the title: all that can be done is to 

thank Jesus for his grace; nothing will ever repay him. 

In the Williams manuscript, "The Thanksgiving" takes up three pages, 

beginning and ending in the verso position. "The Reprisal" is linked to it 

closely by its position on the recto page facing the last page of "The 

Thanksgiving". These poems were originally linked by title also, "The 

Reprisal" entitled "The Second Thanks-giving" in the Williams manuscript. 

The new title is taken from the musical term reprise which in the seventeenth 

century referred to a repeat or refrain (Charles, "Williams MS" 74). The 

poem continues the argument of the former poem while referring back to "The 

Sacrifice" : 

I have consider'd it, and finde 
There is no dealing with thy mighty passion: 
For though I die for thee, I am behinde; 

My sinnes deserve the condemnation. (1 -4) 

The speaker once again cannot match Christ's love: 

Ah! was it not enough that thou 
By thy eternal1 glorie didst outgo me? 
Couldst thou not griefs sad conquests me allow, 

But in all vict'ries overthrow me? (9-1 2) 

The absolute supremacy of Christ is stressed, the matchlessness of his sacrifice 

and the magnitude of his grace. As Veith notes, it is the Reformation doctrine 

of justification by faith that Herbert is at pains to emphasise here (Reformation 

Spirituality 56): 

[We are] justified freely by his grace through the redemption that is in 
Christ Jesus . . . being justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ: By whom also we have access by faith 
into this grace wherein we stand. (Romans 3:24, 5:l-2) 

Salvation as a free gift cannot be earned or repaid. "The Reprisal" closes with 

the speaker's acceptance of Christ's gift and complete identification with him: 



Yet by confession will I come 
Into thy conquest: though I can do nought 
Against thee, in thee I will overcome 
The man, who once against thee fought. (1 3- 16) 

The commitment to surrender the will is here but, as the poems of "The 

Church" reveal, the application of this commitment is no easy matter. 

The next poem, "The Agonie", brings the focus back to Christ's suffering 

through a clever metaphysical conceit which yokes opposites by 

demonstrating the inevitability of their relationship (Seelig 25). The tone of 

rational thought which characterises the opening stanza acts like a foil to 

emphasise the profound emotional response of its close. The poem opens with 

a philosophical inquiry which progresses according to the principle of Jesus' 

teaching that a thing is known by its fruit (Luke 6:44). It is the definition of 

sin and love which is being investigated and the nature of sin, it is discovered, 

is only fully revealed when its consequences are examined: 

Who would know Sinne, let him repair 
Unto Mount Olivet; there shall he see 
A man so wrung with pains, that all his hair, 

His skinne, his garments bloudie be. 
Sinne is that presse and vice, which forceth pain 
To hunt his cruel food through ev'ry vein. (7- 1 2) 

Sin can only be properly understood when its effect on Christ is realised. It is 

cruel, bloody, painful and relentless, the image of the hunt particularly 

striking. In a surprising, if not shocking, twist love is defined in exactly the 

same terms: 

Who knows not Love, let him assay 
And taste that juice, which on the crosse a pike 
Did set again abroach; then let him say 

If ever he did taste the like. 
Love is that liquour sweet and most divine, 
Which my God feels as bloud; but I, as wine. (13-18) 

The deceptive simplicity here, the words mostly monosyllables, in fact 

expresses a depth of thought. The sacrament of Holy Communion is not only 
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mentioned but is explained, Herbert rejecting the doctrine of transubstantiation 

and presenting the Protestant teaching of the wine as emblem. "Juice" carries 

the macabre image of drinking human blood, the spiritual reality of which is 

powerfully driven home. The sudden and intense emotion aroused in the 

reader is also the emotion of the speaker, and the shock of the emotion gives a 

sudden sense of the shock of Jesus' pain as he experienced the reality of 

crucifixion. The fact that God bled gives poignant emphasis to Christ's dual 

nature, fully divine yet fully human. 

In "The Agonie" Herbert refuses to allow sin and love to be understood 

simply as theological concepts but insists on their practical reality. As the 

speaker, and the reader, are positioned to feel Christ's agony as a consequence 

of their sin, they are led to experience an epiphany of the extraordinary love of 

God and the wretchedness of human sinfulness. The next poem, "The 

Sinner", develops the speaker's exploration of personal sin and links back to 

earlier poems in the sequence. It continues the description of sin begun in the 

preceding poem, realises the vanity of the speaker's position in "The 

Thanksgiving" and echoes "The Altar" in its closing lines. 

The Bible teaches that repentance is a prerequisite for salvation and that 

repentance can only come when one has acknowledged personal sin: 

All have sinned, and come short of the glory of God. 
(Romans 3:23) 

Godly sorrow worketh repentance to salvation. 
(2 Corinthians 7: 10) 

It is this acknowledgment of personal sin that Herbert explores in "The 

Sinner". The sonnet form lends an air of formality and finality to the poem, 

the speaker having passed beyond the indignation of "The Thanksgiving" to 

totally embrace Christ's sacrifice. The title gives the speaker's new identity as 

sinner as the realisation comes of "pil'd vanities" but only "shreds of 

holinesse" (5-6). The speaker sees very little good within: 
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The spirit and good extract of my heart 
Comes to about the many hundred part. (10-1 1) 

Yet in the final lines the sinner is transformed into God's image: 

Yet Lord restore thine image, heare my call: 
And though my hard heart scarce to thee can grone, 
Remember that thou once didst write in stone. (1 2- 14) 

"Restore thine image" alludes to the teaching of Genesis 1 :27: "God created 

man in his own image." The speaker's revelation is twofold. Although made 

originally in the image of God, sin has transformed the speaker but now, 

through acknowledgment and acceptance of Christ's sacrifice, the sinner can 

be restored to the image of God. In the Williams manuscript the poem appears 

on a recto page facing "Good Friday" but his revisions indicate that Herbert 

planned to position "The Sinner" and "The Agonie" on facing pages to 

reinforce the link between them and to fully explore the theme of personal sin 

which has made necessary Christ's agony. Thus, the poetry positions the 

reader to take responsibility for the terrible consequences of sin before moving 

on to the meditation on Good Friday. 

Whether it was Herbert's intention to make the eight stanzas of "Good 

Friday" one poem may never be known. Certainly, they comprised two 

poems in the Williams manuscript and there is a definite change in meter and 

tone after the fifth stanza. Although John Shawcross considers a scribal error 

resulted in the title of the second poem, "The Passion", being omitted (215)' 

there is some evidence to suggest that this is not necessarily the case. The 

second "Passion" poem was retitled so Herbert may have intended to 

eliminate this title from the collection completely. In the Williams manuscript 

"Good Friday" appears on a verso page facing "The Sinner" but Herbert's 

revisions ensured that the eight stanzas of "Good Friday" would extend over 

two facing pages, one visual unit. Presumably, the first five stanzas were to be 

placed on the verso and the very different final three stanzas on the facing 

recto. It would seem that the second part of "Good Friday", whether a 
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completely separate poem or not, was intended to be closely linked to the first 

part. In organising the layout in this way Herbert was increasing the 

significance of the poem by increasing its visual impact. 

"Good Friday" stresses again the magnitude of Christ's suffering and asks 

that these sufferings be inscribed upon the speaker's heart. The poem returns 

to the image of the stony heart that was introduced in "The Altar" and appears 

again in "The Sacrifice" (90) and "The Sinner". As God wrote the Ten 

Commandments on stone tablets (Exodus 3 1: 18), so in "The Sinner" he is 

invited to write upon the stony heart: "And though my hard heart scarce to 

thee can grone, / Remember that thou once didst write in stone" (13-14). In 

"Good Friday" this image is developed further: 

Since bloud is fittest, Lord, to write 
Thy sorrows in, and bloudie fight; 
My heart hath store, write there, where in 
One box doth lie both ink and sinne. (21 -24) 

The allusion to Paul's letter to the Corinthians is unmistakable: 

Ye are manifestly declared to be the epistle of Christ ministered by us, 
written not with ink, but with the Spirit of the living God; not in tables 
of stone, but in fleshy tables of the heart. (2 Corinthians 3:3) 

Herbert develops the biblical image by suggesting that the speaker's blood will 

be the ink, and Christ's sorrows-"thy whips, thy nails, thy wounds, thy 

woes" (26)- will be the message. Over the page, " Sepulchre" again reverts 

to the stony heart, the image tightening the unity of the Altar sequence (Martz, 

Poetry of Meditation 294). 

The legal image of "possession" at the close of "Good Friday" leads into the 

legal and business imagery of "Redemption" where the doctrine of 

redemption is addressed with extraordinary economy and imagination: 

Having been tenant long to a rich Lord, 
Not thriving, I resolved to be bold, 
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And make a suit unto him, to afford 
A new small-rented lease, and cancel1 th'old. 
In heaven at his manour I him sought: 

They told me there, that he was lately gone 
About some land, which he had dearly bought 

Long since on earth, to take possession. 
I straight return'd, and knowing his great birth, 

Sought him accordingly in great resorts; 
In cities, theatres, gardens, parks, and courts: 

At length I heard a ragged noise and mirth 
Of thieves and murderers: there I him espied, 
Who straight, Your suit is granted, said, & died. 

The sonnet is an allegory of the transition from the Old Testament covenant 

of law to the New Testament covenant of grace: 

The tenant is the spiritual nature of Everyman, not thriving under the 
Old Testament covenant and finally seeking a New Testament one, 
with the smaller rent of grace taking the place of the old lease of the 
law. (Mollenkott 503-4) 

The legal and business imagery reinforces the concept that in the blood of 

Jesus the law regarding the penalty for sin has been completely satisfied. The 

Bible teaches that although God is gracious he is also completely just, so he 

will not exercise grace if doing so contravenes the law as he has established it 

(Deuteronomy 32:4). The law of sin and death had to be completely satisfied 

before God could redeem his people, and it was satisfied by Christ's sacrifice. 

The foreknowledge of God is presented in the poem as an element of his 

grace; even before the tenant has decided to sue for a new lease, the landlord 

has gone to great lengths to grant it. The inference is that long before the 

believer repents, realising the terrible consequences of personal sin and the 

need for a saviour, Jesus had gone to the cross. Jesus has prepared the way for 

a new relationship between God and each individual who will accept him; he 

has settled accounts and paid the price to redeem mankind from sin. 

Herbert cleverly exploits the narrative's first person perspective to position the 

reader to identify with the speaker. When the tenant recognises his lord, the 



L Myers 

reader is also suddenly face to face with the crucified Christ and stands with 

the speaker among the thieves and murderers looking up at the cross 

(Mollenkott 506-7). The preceding poems have made it clear that it is 

mankind's sin that has made this suffering necessary-by implication, the 

reader's sin. Herbert's didactic purpose, expressed in the opening lines of 

"The Church-porch", is apparent. His purpose is not merely to express his 

own response to Christ but to draw a response from his reader. 

Herbert reorganised the poems in the Williams manuscript so that 

"Redemption" would appear on a verso page facing "Sepulchre" in order to 

establish an immediate visual link between them. In " Sepulchre", the use of 

first person plural pronouns exploits the association between the reader and the 

speaker which " Redemption" has secured: 

Where our hard hearts have took up stones to brain thee, 
And missing this, most falsly did arraigne thee; 
Onely these stones in quiet entertain thee, 

And order. (1 3- 16) 

At the end of "Redemption" the reader stands in the company of thieves and 

murderers around the cross; here the reader is associated with the Jewish mob 

who attempted to stone Jesus and later insisted on his crucifixion: 

Then the Jews took up stones again to stone him. (John 10:3 1) 

Pilate answered and said again unto them, What will ye then that I 
shall do unto him whom ye call the King of the Jews? And they cried 
out again, Crucify him. (Mark 15: 12-1 3) 

The image of the hard heart looks back to earlier poems in the sequence while 

the final stanza's reference to the law echoes the legal terms employed in 

"Redemption". The stone image develops the association between the 

sepulchre, the stones thrown at Jesus, the law "writ in stone" and the stony 

heart. This central image is used in the poem as a foil to highlight the 

meditation on grace with which the poem ends: 

Yet do we still persist as we began, 
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And so should perish, but that nothing can, 
Though it be cold, hard, foul, from loving man 

Withold thee. (2 1 -24) 

The only appropriate response to such grace is exuberant, joyful praise and it 

is on this note that "Easter" begins. In the Williams manuscript the first three 

stanzas appear on the verso facing the final three stanzas which comprise the 

song referred to in the opening: "Sing his praise 1 Without delayes" (1-2). 

Thus, the poem is contained in one visual unit. On turning the page, the reader 

finds that the next visual unit is given to "Easter-wings" with the first part on 

the verso and the second on the facing recto. The parallel layout of these 

poems reinforces the theme of the resurrection which closes the sequence in 

what is most likely a deliberate imitation of biblical parallelism, although here 

it is visual as well as thematic. 

As the believer's identification with Christ's death is complete so now is the 

identification with his resurrection. "Easter", like many poems in The 

Temple, is designed around the number three, the number of the Trinity 

according to. Augustinian number symbolism (see Appendix E). The subject 

matter of the poem is music and, as Louis Martin observes, the poem reflects 

the triple rhythm and three-part structure of medieval music (67). In the 

Williams manuscript it appears as two poems each of three stanzas. Herbert 

made no revisions to the first poem, each six line stanza consisting of three 

rhyming couplets. Although he made extensive revisions to the second poem 

and joined it to the first, its three stanza construction remains: 

I got me flowers to straw thy way; 
I got me boughs off many a tree: 
But thou wast up by break of day, 
And brought'st thy sweets along with thee. 

The Sunne arising in the East, 
Though he give light, & th' East perfume; 
If they should offer to contest 
With thy arising, they presume. 

Can there be any day but this, 
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Though many sunnes to shine endeavour? 
We count three hundred, but we misse: 
There is but one, and that one ever. (19-30) 

Lines 19 to 22 refer to God's grace. Jesus has done everything that needs to 

be done; nothing more is left to do and nothing is needed. In the next four 

lines God's glory is pictured as far superior to the brilliance of the sun or the 

beauty of Oriental fragrances, the pun on "the Sunne arising" suggesting that 

it is Jesus, the risen Son, who brings light and beauty to the earth. Wengen- 

Shute notes the similarity of this poem to Psalm 57 which is one of the proper 

Psalms to be read at Mattens on Easter Sunday (62): 

Awake up, my glory; awake, psaltery and harp: I myself will awake 
early. I will praise thee, 0 Lord, among the people: I will sing unto 
thee among the nations. For thy mercy is great unto the heavens, and 
thy truth unto the clouds. Be thou exalted, 0 God,' above the heavens: 
let thy glory be above all the earth. (8-1 1) 

This suggests that the poem has a liturgical purpose as well as a personal one: 

the speaker is rejoicing in the Easter Day celebrations that mark the church 

calendar year by year, as well as in his personal identification with Christ's 

resurrection (Wengen-Shute 62). In fact, Herbert is demonstrating his belief in 

the personal application of liturgical practice, that the routines of the church 

are not dead forms but are significant devotional exercises which demand a 

whole-hearted personal response. 

There is a sort of musical crescendo rising through "Easter" and peaking at 

the close of the following poem, " Easter-wings" , giving a sense of finale to 

the sequence. To a seventeenth century reader accustomed to reading 

emblems as embodiments of truth, the shape of the poem would have worked 

to concentrate thought for, as E. H. Gombrich asserts, "a truth condensed into a 

visual image was somehow nearer the realm of absolute truth than one explained 

in words" (173). As with "The Altar", "Easter-wings" is patterned after a 

classical model which Herbert's contemporaries would have recognised. The 

poem by Sirnrnias of Rhodes which appears in The Greek an tho log^ has strong 
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parallels to Herbert's poem in shape as well as in the combination of shape and 

sense. In both poems the development of thought follows the gradual 

shortening and lengthening of the lines, the shortest lines in the middle 

reflecting dismal conditions (Westemeel 74-75; see Appendix H). 

However, Herbert's poem has some interesting differences from its original 

model, some of which have been blurred by misprinting. The classical poem 

comprises twelve lines, aligned against the left margin, the first six 

diminishing and the final six expanding. In the Williams manuscript the shape 

of the poem is similar to its Greek model except that the number of lines per 

stanza is reduced to ten and they are aligned on the right margin, reversing the 

layout of the classical poem, perhaps to symbolise the reversal of paganism to 

~hristian belief. When printed the poem should have looked like this: 

Lord, who createdst man in wealth and store, 
Though foolishly he lost the same, 

Decaying more and more, 
Till he became 

Most poore: 
With thee 

0 let me rise 
As larks, harmoniously, 

And sing this day thy victories: 
Then shall the fall further the flight in me. 

My tender age in sorrow did beginne: 
And still with sicknesses and shame 

Thou didst so punish sinne, 
That I became 

Most thinne. 
With thee 

Let me combine 
And feel this day thy victorie: 

For, if I imp my wing on thine, 
Affliction shall advance the flight in me. 

A study of the poem in the Bodleian manuscript shows how the scribe 

attempted to copy this shape. However, in concentrating on the starting 

position of each line she did not quite manage to align the right margin in the 
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first stanza but was more successful in the second stanza. From this minor 

error in copying, the first editor of the collection indented both margins and, 

probably in order to make the stanzas look more like wings, decided to print 

the stanzas side-on. Ever since, the poem has been misprinted (see Appendix 

1). 

Summers calls the poem a "visual hieroglyph" and recognises that the reader 

is meant to meditate upon the image of the wings as much as upon the words 

of the poem (Religion and Art 140). The rich associations of the pattern on the 

page, duplicated after the manner of biblical parallelism across two facing 

pages, deepen the liturgical celebration of Easter which the poem certainly 

mirrors, and the celebration of the forgiven, transformed heart which has been 

washed in the blood of Christ and ushered into his Body, the church. This 

simultaneous treatment of the individual and the liturgical community is 

mirrored in the poem's focus on mankind in the first stanza and the individual 

believer in the second stanza. Once again, Herbert expresses his conviction 

that liturgical practice must flow from heartfelt personal experience. 

That salvation by the blood of Jesus is the door into the church is the message 

of the opening sequence. The speaker of" The Thanksgiving" asserts that " all 

thy body was one doore" (6) in an echo of Jesus7 words in John 10:9: "I am 

the door: by me if any man enter in, he shall be saved." The emblematic 

pattern poems define the limits of the sequence while the verbal and thematic 

links between poems hold the sequence together in a tight theological and 

artistic unity. The focus is on the experiences of the individual believer, 

moving from repentance to wholehearted surrender and identification with 

Christ, while at the same time the liturgical echoes arouse a picture of the 

church celebrating the central fact of Christianity in the Offices of Holy Week. 

Martz comments on the unity of the opening poems, noting particularly the 

continuity of thought and imagery from poem to poem (Poetry of Meditation 

292-95). His insightful comments demonstrate the unity of The Temple but 
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blur the divisions between sequences. For example, "H. Baptisme [I]" 

certainly follows logically fiom " Easter-wings" and contains echoes of earlier 

poems but it is marked by a distinctly different tone fiom the preceding poem 

and, beginning on a verso page, marks the beginning of a new sequence. Yet 

Herbert's almost seamless linking of sequences does not nullifjr their 

individual integrity. The Temple is clearly a unity but it is organised around 

carefully marked sequences which develop its thematic preoccupations. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE WHOLE IN LITTLE 

" H. Baptisme [I]" to " The H. Communion" 

The second sequence of "The Church" is marked at beginning and end by the two 

sacraments of the Church of England: Baptism and Holy Communion. It is 

typical of Herbert's love of variety that he chooses marker poems for this 

sequence that are very different from the pattern poems marking the first 

sequence. In fact, all the marker poems throughout the collection have their own 

unique logic and distinctiveness. 

Herbert's training in rhetoric influenced'the way he structured "The Church" as a 

whole and this sequence in particular. Helen Vendler makes the observation that 

at least one of the poems, "Grace", "proceeds as an argument, with the first 

stanza presenting the whole in little" and the succeeding stanzas systematically 

developing the poem's line of thought (216). Herbert uses a similar approach in 

the overall organisation of "The Church" which is structured like an argument 

with an early sequence giving the whole in summary. "The Church" depicts the 

progress of the soul fiom its initial identification with Christ's sacrifice and 

resurrection to its ultimate fulfilment in the presence of God, and this is presented 

in summary in the second sequence. 

The sequence opens with "H. Baptisme [I]" which speaks of the rite that begins 
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the individual Christian life, the water of baptism associated in the poem with the 

water issuing from Christ's side: 

when they came to Jesus, and saw that he was dead already . . . one of the 
soldiers with a spear pierced his side, and forthwith came there out blood 
and water. (John 19:33-34) 

The poem presents the possibility of salvation in spite of the inevitability of future 

sins: 

You taught the Book of Life my name, that so 
What ever fbture sinnes should me miscall, 
Your first acquaintance might discredit all. (1 2- 14) 

The sonnet has a more sober tone than "Easter-wings" creating the sense of a new 

beginning, like a musical opening after the crescendo ending the previous 

sequence. The speaker's acknowledgment of personal sin and the redemptive 

power of Christ's sacrifice replay the concerns of the Altar sequence while the 

tone of confidence on which the poem ends is the very confidence of the Easter 

poems. In the Williams manuscript the poem appears on a verso page facing "H. 

Baptisme [2]" and it would seem that Herbert's intention was to retain this layout- 

in the final version. As well as using the verso position to mark the beginning of 

a new sequence, allocating one visual unit to the " H. Baptisme" poems increases 

their significance through the emphasis the parallel structure gives. 

The theme of new life suggested in the first poem is developed in "H. Baptisme 

[2]" although in a very different style and mood, the position of the two poems on 

facing pages heightening their contrasting tone. The sonnet is followed by a 

simple lyric, the imagery of the first poem expanding outward while the imagery 

of the lyric contracts to "a narrow way and little gate" (2). The first poem is 

formal, complex and somewhat impersonal despite the first person perspective, in 

striking contrast to the personal tone and comparative simplicity of the second 

poem: 
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Since, Lord, to thee 
A narrow way and little gate 

Is all the passage, on my infancie 
Thou didst lay hold, and antedate 

My faith in me. 

0 let me still 
Write thee great God, and me a childe: 

Let me be soft and supple to thy will, 
Small to my self, to others milde, 

Behither ill. (1-10) 

"H. Baptisme [2]" focuses on the grace of God and the simple, childlike 

dependence of the speaker. As Hutchinson notes, the speaker's only concern here 

is to retain this baptismal innocence (Works 490). 

However, the next poem, ."Naturew, shows the impossibility of retaining this 

innocence because mankind's nature is to sin. The poem depicts the speaker's 

natural state as alien to God, his rebellious thoughts compared to bubbles which, 

blown up by pride, act as corrosive agents on the heart (Palmer 2: 302): 

If thou shalt let this venome lurk, 
And in suggestions fume and work, 
My soul will turn to bubbles straight, 

And thence by kinde 
Vanish into a winde, 

Making thy workmanship deceit. (7- 12) 

The heart is tamed, smoothed and engraved in a manner reminiscent of the Schola 

Cordis tradition (See Appendix K). The speaker's total dependence on God for 

cleansing and renewal looks back to the "H. Baptisme" poems where it is by 

God's grace alone that one can be saved. The theme of God working on the 

human soul is symbolised in the numeric patterning of the poem where the 

number of stanzas, three, points to the Trinity while the six lines per stanza 

suggest the nature of mankind with which the poem is concerned, six being the 

number of mankind according to Augustine (see Appendix E). 

Mankind's tendency to sin is further developed in "Sinne [I]" where the 
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corrupting influence of sin works powerfblly in spite of external rules, the internal 

check of individual conscience and sin's awfbl consequences. The sonnet form 

links the poem back to "H. Baptisme [I]" and forward to "Prayer [I]", the three 

sonnets, one third of the poems in the sequence, also suggesting the Trinity. 

" Sinne [I]" develops the concerns of "The Sinner", detailing the insidiousness 

and inevitability of sin: 

Lord, with what care hast thou begirt us round! 
Parents first season us: then schoolmasters 
Deliver us to laws; they send us bound 

To rules of reason, holy messengers, 
Pulpits and Sundayes, sorrow dogging sinne, 

Afflictions sorted, anguish of all sizes, 
Fine nets and stratagems to catch us in, 

Bibles laid open, millions of surprises, 
Blessings beforehand, tyes of gratefulnesse, 

The sound of glorie ringing in our eares: 
Without, our shame; within, our consciences; 

Angels and grace, eternal1 hopes and fears. 
Yet all these fences and their whole array 
One cunning bosome-sinne blows quite away. 

The punctuation here mirrors the "fences" placed in the way of sin, contrasting 

the lack of punctuation in the final sentence as all the fences are blown away by 

"one cunning bosome-sinne", one secret sin that is held close to the heart and 

wilfully indulged. The long list of items making up the sonnet looks forward to 

"Prayer [I]", the third sonnet in the sequence, whose similar structure underlines 

the connection between the poems to suggest that prayer is the only effective 

hedge against sin. 

The victory of sin with which the poem closes ripens into the bitter cynicism of 

"Affliction [I]" where God's "sweetned pill" (47) has enticed the speaker to 

himself only to be betrayed and entangled until rage is full blown and the speaker 

is ready to "seek / Some other master out." The cause of the speaker's plight is 

confirmed in the sixth stanza where the speaker is "without a fence or friend" 

(35); the fences of "Sinne [I]" having all been blown away, sin is running its 
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terrible course. However, the speaker cannot see the reality of the situation and 

places the blame for sorrow and misery squarely on God: 

thou took'st away my life . . . (3 1) 
Thou didst betray me . . . (3 9) 
thou throwest me / Into more sicknesses . . . (5 1-52) 

The poem is made up of eleven six-line stanzas, six the number of mankind and 

eleven the number signifjring sin according to Augustine: "this number eleven, by 

which transgression is signified" (6:258; see Appendix E). The number 

symbolism here seems most apt, the turbulence of the speaker evident as he 

wallows in the human condition of unrepented sin. The sudden change in mood 

of the final lines of the poem suggests the presence of God has dissolved the 

speaker's anger in a moment: 

Ah my deare God! though I am clean forgot, 
Let me not love thee, if I love thee not. (65-66) 

The paradox of the closing lines shows the speaker's determination to love God 

even when'it seems that God has completely forgotten his child. However, the 

focus remains firmly on the self, "I", "me", "my" and "mine" dominating the 

poem right through to the final line. 

'' Affliction [I]" is the first of the series of five " Affliction" poems, a sequence 

which also gives a summary of the believer's progress in the spiritual life. The 

five poems of this sequence are scattered across the collection to demonstrate the 

believer's changing responses to affliction as faith matures. Daniel Rubey 

presents a thorough study of the Affliction series, showing the speaker's 

development fiom self-focus to a focus on God and the church, and the growing 

awareness that God uses suffering to draw individuals to himself (105-23). 

In " Affliction [2]" the pride of "Affliction [I]" switches to false humility which 

similarly keeps the speaker fiom understanding the true nature of a personal 

relationship with God. "Affliction [3]" brings a fuller understanding of suffering 
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and a steady faith that God will bring the speaker through it. The fourth 

"Affliction" poem shows the speaker's growing awareness that mankind has the 

capacity to become more like God but the price they must pay is suffering. The 

believer's developing spiritual maturity culminates in the security and confidence 

of "AMiction [5]" where suffering is acknowledged as one of God's tools to 

draw mankind to himself. The speaker exchanges the first person singular 

pronoun for the first person plural towards the beginning of this poem to reflect a 

diminishing self-focus and a growing awareness that each believer is part of the 

Body of Christ. Although the "Affliction" poems are scattered throughout 

neighbouring sequences they comprise a unique series recognisable by title and 

theme, Herbert's presentation of the whole in summary thus becoming two 

dimensional, working through the sequentially arranged second sequence and also 

launching out from "Affliction [I]" into the scattered Affliction sequence. 

"Repentance" follows "AMiction [1]" and this poem loses much of its force if 

read out of context (Martz, Poetry of Meditation 297). The stanza form ties the 

poem to "Nature" while thematically it follows the development of ideas of the 

preceding poems. In fact, "Repentance" is so closely linked to the ending of 

''Affliction [I]" that it is almost as if the poems overlap, the turning point at line 

65 of "Affliction [I]" having a closer affinity to the following poem than to its 

own preceding lines. "Repentance" shows the grace of God still at work, using 

mankind's propensity for sin to strengthen the believer as the speaker learns to 

confess sin and depend upon the mercies of God: 

Lord, I confesse my sinne is great; 
Great is my sinne. Oh! gently treat 

With thy quick flow'r, thy momentarie bloom; 
Whose life still pressing 
Is one undressing, 

A steady aiming at a tombe. 

0 let thy height of mercie then 
Compassionate short-breathed men. 
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Cut me not off for my most foul transgression: 
I do confesse 
My foolishnesse; 

My God accept of my confession. (1 - 1 8) 

The self-abasing imagery focuses the contrast between the speaker's sinful state 

and the perfection of God; the speaker is "a momentarie bloom", "most foul", 

" short-breathed", foolish and bitter. The poem ends on a note of praise and the 

assurance that God will destroy both sin and grief. The idea that mankind is 

strengthened through the process of sin and repentance links back to the notion of 

the fortunate fall in " Easter-wings" : 

Fractures well cur'd make us more strong. ("Repentance" 36) 

Affliction shall advance the flight in me. (" Easter-wings" 20) 

In "Faith" it becomes clear that the strengthening which occurs as the believer 

confesses personal sin is the strengthening of faith. Faith is pictured as an 

expression of the grace of God and his unquenchable love for mankind, as in 

granting believers faith they receive all things: 

Hungrie I was, and had no meat: 
I did conceit a most delicious feast; 
I had it straight, and did as truly eat, 

As ever did a welcome guest. 

I owed thousands and much more: 
I did beleeve that I did nothing owe, 
And liv'd accordingly; my creditor 

Beleeves so too, and lets me go. (5-16) 

As well as picturing the simplicity of faith, these stanzas look forward to the feast 

of "Love [3]" and back to "Redemption" where the price for mankind's sin is 

paid in full. The penultimate stanza echoes the opening of "H. Baptisme [I]" 

with its "dark and shadie grove" and the glorious sky beyond: 

That which before was darkned clean 
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With bushie groves, pricking the lookers eie, 
Vanisht away, when Faith did change the scene: 

And then appear'd a glorious skie. (37-40) 

In this way Herbert knits the collection together, tying closely poems within the 

sequence and supplying links to other sequences in a rich play of association. 

Martz recognises that the titles alone of these five poems-Nature, Sinne, 

Affliction, Repentance, Faith-give the progress of the soul in summary (298). 

However, on their own these poems only portray the human element while the full 

sequence places the human element within the active intervention of a gracious 

God. This is important as Herbert is at pains to demonstrate God's intervention 

on mankind's behalf, and mankind's complete dependence on him. 

"Prayer [I]" follows, as prayer is the natural outcome of faith and is only possible 

in an atmosphere of faith. Sharon Seelig points out the symbolic use of the sonnet 

form to express the vastness of prayer within the confines of limited human 

experience. Seelig sees the poem as an oxymoron, its syntactical looseness and 

fluidity juxtaposed against the restrictions of the sonnet form (36-7). Prayer spans 

heaven and earth yet proceeds from believers with all their limitations and frailty. 

The use of parataxis creates a compression symbolic of the potency of prayer, the 

insistent listing of phrases with few finite verbs reminiscent of "Sinne [I]" to 

suggest that in prayer is to be found the solution to sin. Herbert's delight in witty, 

unusual imagery is evident in the myriad comparisons of prayer to a banquet, a 

siege engine, "reversed thunder", the Milky Way, and so on, to suggest the 

profundity of prayer, while the deliberate bathos at the close gives point to its 

commonplace simplicity. Yet the poem does not merely list random images; 

rather, a progession is evident from the creation (2) to the heavenly images of the 

closing lines (Ray 39). The eucharistic imagery of the church's banquet- manna 

and blood-leads into the next poem in the sequence, "The H. Communion". 

The final poem in the series completes the theme of sin which runs like a cord 
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throughout the sequence. The second sacrament makes a way for the believer to 

enjoy the presence of God in this life, as the blood of Christ it symbolises has 

dealt with sin and restored the easy access to God that Adam enjoyed: 

For sure when Adam did not know 
To sinne, or sinne to smother; 

He might to heav'n from Paradise go, 
As from one room t' another. 

Thou hast restor'd us to this ease 
By this thy heav'nly bloud; 

Which I can go to, when I please, 
And leave th' earth to their food. (33-40) 

There are parallels here to the final poem of "The Church" where the believer 

sits at rest in God's presence. "Love [3]" shows the position of the believer in 

heaven after death but "'The H. Communion" pictures this access into the 

presence of God being made available to the believer during this lifetime. Here is, 

once again, an assertion of Herbert's belief that liturgical practice, such as 

partaking of the sacrament of Holy Communion, is not an empty form but a 

moment for intense and intimate personal experience as the believer approaches 

God by faith. Although this poem was largely rewritten, it seems that Herbert's 

intention was to set it out across two facing pages. The "H. Communion" poem 

in the Williams manuscript is longer and extends over three pages. In his 

revisions Herbert rewrote and shortened the first section and added a poem 

entitled "Prayer" in the earlier manuscript. These changes accomplish two 

things: they allow the poem to fit across two facing pages and divide the poem 

into two distinct sections. This lends visual impact to the poem and balances the 

layout of the two "H. Baptisme" poems with which the sequence opens. This 

parallel layout adds to the sense of closure while the music of "Antiphon [I]" 

provides a transition into the elaborate third sequence that is characterised by 

music, worship and the liturgy. 

If the principles of layout in the Williams manuscript are observed, the sequence 

appears as follows (see Figure 3 below). The "H. Baptisme" poems extend over 
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two facing pages followed by "Nature" on the verso facing "Sinne [l]" on the 

recto. Next, "Affliction [I]" extends over four pages with "Repentance" taking 

up two facing pages, verso and recto, and "Faith" beginning on the verso and 

extending over three pages to end on a verso page facing the sonnet, "Prayer [1]" . 
In this way "Faith" and "Prayer" are linked visually, prayer positioned as an 

extension of faith which is precisely what Herbert argues. Finally, "The H. 

Communion" extends over two facing pages to complete the sequence, the poem 

coming to a close on the recto page, the end position. Thus,the visual impact of 

the layout emphasises key themes and reinforces the integrity of the sequence as a 

unit of thought. 

verso recto 

Figure 3. The second sequence of "The Church". 

"H. Baptisme [I]" 

" Nature" 

"Affliction [I]" 

"Affliction [I]" (cont) 

"Repentance" 

" Faith" 

"Faith" (cont) 

" H. Communion" 

"H. Baptisme [2]" 

" Sinne [I]" 

"Affliction [I]" (cont) 

" Affliction [I]" (cont) 

"Repentance" (cont) 

" Faith" (cont) 

"Prayer [I]" 

" H. Communion" (cont) 



L Myers 

The sequence provides the summary of the concerns of" The Church" as a whole 

where the believer moves from the first entrance into the Christian life through a 

growing spirituality until she  sits in the presence of God and the spiritual journey 

is complete. According to the rules of rhetoric this sequence should come first, 

the summary at the beginning of the argument, but Herbert gives it second place 

to the Altar sequence. Herbert's message here is plain: it is impossible to enter 

the Christian life except through identification with the death and resurrection of 

Christ. The Bible makes it clear that Jesus is both the way into the church and the 

sacrifice upon the altar, so symbolically the Altar sequence must come first. In 

subjecting the summary sequence, which must come first according to the laws of 

rhetoric, to the Altar sequence Herbert shows that to enter the Christian life you 

must come through Christ; "the ways of learning" will not suffice. In so doing he 

subjects rhetoric, and by implication all education, to Christ, symbolically making 

Jesus Lord of all. 



CI-IAPTER SEVEN 

COMMUNAL WORSHIP 

"Antiphon [I]" to "Antiphon [2]" 

The.Antiphon sequence is a richly patterned arrangement of poems, small 

clusters of poems. embedded within larger sequences in an intricately 

interwoven design. The theme of the overall sequence is communal worship, 

the elaborate patterning designed to mirror the structured nature and the beauty 

of liturgical practice. As the liturgy of the Church of England is steeped in 

music, music informs the design of the sequence and the structure of its two 

marker poems. The sequence opens with an introductory song of praise, the 

antiphon, and closes with the responding antiphon, strain answering strain and 

enveloping the overall sequence in music. The larger organisation of the 

sequence seems to be based around the musical octave, with five smaller 

sequences,, comprising eight poems each, enclosed by the two "Antiphon" 

poems. However, this pattern of five groups of eight is disrupted in the second 

sub-sequence which has an extra five poems in it, the little cluster whose focus 

is the church building. This irregularity in the established structure is a 

strategy Herbert seems to have been particularly fond of, establishing patterns 

and then deliberately violating them to highlight important themes. Here, the 

disruption of the pattern lends emphasis to the setting of communal worship- 

the church building. Figure 4 below illustrates the overall pattern. 
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"Antiphon [I]" 
8 poems 
8 poems + embedded Church Building sequence of 5 poems 
8 poems 
8 poems 
8 poems 
"Antiphon [2]" 

Figure 4. Layout of the Antiphon sequence. 

That the five "octaves" are indeed clearly defined sequences is established by 

their individual thematic preoccupations and the distinctive marker poems that 

begin and end each one. Also, if the principles of layout in the Williams 

manuscript are applied to the sequence and its sub-sequences, the marker 

poems can be seen to fall in the appropriate places, verso for the opening 

poems and recto to indicate closure. This basic structure is embellished by the 

presence of other smaller sequences, some scattered but linked distinctively, 

others sequentially arranged and embedded within the larger framework. 

The Antiphon sequence presents a picture of public worship, its distinctive 

structures mirroring the structured nature of liturgical practice as recorded in 

The Book of Common Prayer. Some of the poems take their titles from Holy 

Days and these are presented in the same order as in the church calendar. 

These poems are part of a sequence, representing the liturgical year, whose 

members are scattered throughout the Antiphon sequence and beyond, "Good 

Friday" and "Easter" positioned in the Altar sequence while "Whitsunday", 

"Trinitie Sunday", "Christmas" and "Lent" are scattered throughout the 

Antiphon sequence. That two of these poems appear in an earlier sequence is 

worthy of note. They properly belong here in the sequence devoted to worship 

and the liturgy but also belong with the Altar sequence which presents a 

picture of Christ in his death and resurrection. In violating his pattern to place 

the poems in the Altar sequence, Herbert makes a subtle yet important 

statement. By subjecting the claims of the Antiphon sequence to those of the 
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Altar sequence, Herbert is symbolically subjecting all--even liturgical 

practice-to Christ. 

In the Antiphon sequence, the individual believer, having entered the church 

through identification with the death and resurrection of Christ, takes his or 

her place within the formal framework of liturgical practice. Here, the church 

as a body meets together to celebrate their oneness in Christ. On the whole, 

the tone of the sequence is impersonal. It is the body in agreement, the 

individual absorbed into the larger whole, the community of believers 

worshipping God together within the local church building, liturgical music 

binding all together in a rich harmony. The sequence emphasises public 

worship rather than private devotion yet, as "The Church" unfolds, it is clear 

that in Herbert's opinion each has its place and is a necessary prerequisite of 

the other. Considering the placement of the Antiphon sequence within "The 

Church" Herbert seems to suggest that to advance in the Christian life, 

communal worship is a necessity-personal faith is not enough. "The 

Church" follows the progress of the believer fiom the first awakening of faith 

to spiritual maturity and life in heaven after death, and its structure implies 

that the believer must come through communal worship to advance. The 

picture of Christianity presented in The Temple is, then, one of community and 

fellowship as it is in The Country Parson and indeed in what we know of 

Herbert's own life. 

The sequence opens with "Antiphon [I]", mankind's rejoicing at the 

fulfilment of the Easter promise: 

Cho. Let all the world in ev'ry comer sing, 
My God and King. 

Vers. The heav'ns are not too high, 
His praise may thither flie: 
The earth is not too low, 
His praises there may grow. 

Cho. Let all the world in ev'ry comer sing, 
My God and King. (1-8) 
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The music of this poem with its two part singing clearly divides it from what 

has gone before, confirming it as a marker poem. The antiphonal pattern 

which appears in the sequence's larger structure with antiphon responding to 

antiphon, also appears here in the poem's structure as it does in its fellow, 

"Antiphon [2]". Rodney Edgecombe notes that the genre is not specifically 

literary but rather musical (43), the two-part singing resembling the chant or 

singing of a church choir. In his revisions Herbert changed "Ode" to 

"Antiphon 121" and wrote "Antiphon [I]" to balance it, creating the 

distinctive marker poems for this sequence. Louis Martin makes the 

observation that the thrice repeated chorus links the Trinity with music to 

suggest the harmonising and unifying power of the Godhead (68), the power 

that unites individual hearts and makes them one body. The repetition of the 

chorus creates a sense of unity, producing an effect of balance and symmetry, 

while the contrast of the 'verses provides variety and creates forward motion. 

Hence, both unity and diversity are provided simultaneously, the poem's 

structure symbolic of the variety within unity of the body of Christ. 

Poetry 

"Antiphon El]" is followed by a pair of sonnets, "Love I" and "11", poems 

that parallel each other closely as their openings demonstrate: 

Immortal1 Love, authour of this great frame, 
Sprung from that beautie which can never fade. 
(" Love I", 1-2) 

Immortal1 Heat, 0 let thy greater flame 
Attract the lesser to it. (" 11" , 1-2) 

The parallelism of the opening phrases and the strong rhyming link of 

"frame" and "flame" immediately confirm the strong link between these 

poems. The connection between "Love I" and " 11" is thus self-evident as is 

their link to "The H. Scriptures I" and "11", both sets of poems comprising a 

pair of sonnets and both using numerals in a distinctive way in their titles- 
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nowhere else in The Temple is there a poem whose title consists merely of a 

numeral. In this way, Herbert establishes these pairs of sonnets as marker 

poems for a new sequence whose thematic integrity confirms its status as a 

unique group. However, the verso position that should be reserved for its 

opening poem, "Love I", is usurped by "Antiphon [I]". This disruption of 

the basic principles of layout Herbert has been at pains to establish confirms 

that the little sequence of eight poems is a sub-section of a larger sequence. If 

the principles of layout evident in the Williams manuscript are followed, 

"Antiphon [I]" appears on the verso page to indicate the beginning of a new 

sequence, "Love I" is positioned on the next recto page to indicate that, 

although it begins a new sequence, it is a sub-section of the larger sequence, 

and the second "H. Scriptures" poem appears on the recto to indicate the 

close of the sub-sequence. Figure 5 gives a schematic presentation of 

Herbert's apparent intentibn for the layout of these poems. 

verso recto 

I 

"Jordan [I]" 1 

" Antiphon [I]" 

" 11" 

" Temper [I]" (cont) 

" Love I" 

" Temper [I]" 

" Temper [2]" 

" Employment [I]" 

I I I 

Figure 5. Layout of the Poetry sub-sequence. 

"Employment [I]" (cont) 

I 
"H. Scriptures I" 

The sequence explores the writing of poetry and the proper subject for poetry, 

divine love rather than romantic love. It is interesting that Herbert positions 

this sequence here within the larger Antiphon sequence whose thematic focus 

is communal worship. In so doing, he demonstrates his conviction that poetry 

" 11" 
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has a public role and, as part of ministry, is designed to bring others into a 

closer knowledge of and communion with God. Although Helen Vendler 

considers The Temple "private poetry" (5), the collection is much more than 

Herbert's personal meditations; it is an expression of his role as priest as he 

makes clear in the opening lines of " The Church-porch" : " A verse may finde 

him, who a sermon flies" ( 9 ,  and here in the positioning of this sequence. 

In both "Love I" and " 11" Herbert promotes divine love as the proper subject 

for love poetry. He uses the sonnet form because, as Edgecombe shows, the 

sonnet was conceived primarily as a vehicle for expressions of romantic love, 

and Herbert's intention was "forcibly to disengage the sonnet from its secular 

tradition and put it to Christian use" (166-67). 

The next poem in the sequence, "The Temper [I]", opens with the poet's 

dilemma of knowing that he should write of his love for God yet equally aware 

that his ability to write is controlled by his changing moods as he is stretched 

between exaltation and depression: 

How should I praise thee, Lord! how should my rymes 
Gladly engrave thy love in steel, 
If what my soul doth feel sometimes, 

My soul might ever feel! 

Although there were some fourtie heav'ns, or more, 
Sometimes I peere above them all; 
Sometimes I hardly reach a score, 

Sometimes to hell I fall. (1-8) 

The layers of puns in the title reinforce the conclusion he comes to, that the 

delight and distress he feels are tempering him to write better poetry. Fredson 

Bowers delineates the multiple meanings encapsulated in the poem's title: to 

temper steel is to heat then chill it to make it hard, elastic and resilient; to 

temper a musical instrument is to tune it by stretching or contracting the 

strings, adjusting the pitch and bringing the strings into harmonic relationship; 

to temper the human body is to bring the four humours into balance in order to 

heal or refresh; to temper the mind is to exercise command over excessive 

emotions (203). In the poem Herbert concludes that the acceptance of God's 
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will is a tempered state. The image of the rack introduced in line 9: " 0 rack 

me not", and developed throughout the poem suggests that it is God who is 

responsible for the speaker's extremes of experience. Westerweel considers 

that within this image there is also an allusion to the mythological story of 

Procrustes who would stretch or mutilate his victims to make them conform to 

the size of his bed (100). This striking image strengthens the suggestion of the 

high cost to the poet in surrendering his will to the will of God: 

Yet take thy way; for sure thy way is best: 
Stretch or contract me, thy poore debter: 
This is but tuning of my breast, 

To make the musick better. (2 1 -24) 

The poem looks forward here to "Aaron": "My doctrine tun'd by Christ" 

(23), linking poet and priest in their preparation for service. 

"The Temper [2]" develops further the argument of the preceding poem, but 

here the poet is more urgent in pleading for God to subjugate the flesh which 

grows unruly in the absence of God's gracious Spirit. Of his poetic powers, he 

asks that God will: 

Scatter, or binde them all to bend to thee: 
Though elements change, and heaven move, 
Let not thy higher Court remove, 

But keep a standing Majestie in me. (1 3-1 6 )  

His complete dependence on God to control and direct his poetic output so that 

it might be effective in service reveals, if not his perfect submission, his 

conviction that perfect submission is required if he is to use his art as God 

intends. 

Herbert continues this theme in "Jordan [I]", contrasting romantic and divine 

love poetry to show the pre-eminence of poetry devoted exclusively to God. 

In the Bible the Jordan River symbolises the dividing line between the secular 

and the sacred, the Israelites leaving behind them Egypt and the heathen 

nations to enter the Promised Land on the other side of the Jordan. The 

crossing of the Jordan was a miraculous event, the waters parting as had the 
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waters of the Red Sea forty years earlier (Joshua 3:14-17). Hence, the title of 

the poem suggests that two things are needed: firstly, the poet must decide to 

glorify God alone in his poetry as the children of Israel had to decide to enter 

the Promised Land even after the reports of formidable enemies in the land; 

secondly, divine intervention is needed. In asserting, "I envie no mans 

nightingale or spring" (13), Herbert dispenses with the inspiration of nature or 

the classical Muse and looks solely to God for inspiration. 

"Jordan [I]" turns on a rejection of Neoplatonic justifications of romantic 

love poetry as an intimation of divine love, a "winding stair" (3) to God 

through the contemplation of the beloved's beauty. Marsilio Ficino's 

commentary on Plato's Symposium had a profound influence on poets like 

Spenser whose Fowre Hymnes embrace the Neoplatonic position. Ficino 

argued that: 

Beauty is a kind of force or light, shining from Him [God] through 
everything . . . whoever sees and loves the beauty in these four, Mind, 
Soul, Nature, and Body, seeing the glow of God in these, through this 
kind of glow sees and loves God himself. (140) 

The Neoplatonists, then, saw truth in beauty; in the poem Herbert turns this 

argument on its head to ask: "Is there in truth no beauty?'(2). 

"Employment [I]" looks to God for the necessary inspiration to sing his 

praises: 

Let me not languish then, and spend 
A life as barren to thy praise, 

As is the dust, to which that life doth tend, 
But with delaies. 

All things are busie; onely I 
Neither bring hony with the bees, 

Nor flowres to make that, nor the husbandrie 
To water these. 

I am no link of thy great chain, 
But all my companie is a weed. 

Lord place me in thy consort; give one strain 
To my poore reed. (1 3-24) 
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The poet's yearning for inspiration and his complete dependence on God for 

that inspiration confirm his conviction that without God he can do nothing. As 

the Creator nourishes his creation and enables it to be fruitful and productive, 

so the poet looks to God for his enabling. 

Interestingly, the sub-sequence whose theme is the writing of poetry closes 

with a pair of sonnets entitled "The H. Scriptures I" and "11", associating the 

poet's writing with God's writing and suggesting that the Bible is a model for 

the poet to follow. In fact, the implication is not only that the Bible is the 

model Herbert does follow in constructing The Temple but that it is a model 

for all poets who desire to serve and praise God with their art. The first sonnet 

is an encomium to the beauty and power of the Bible: 

Oh Book! infinite sweetnesse! let my heart 
Suck ev'ry letter, and a hony gain. (1 -2) 

The Bible is described as precious, mollifying pain and bringing health and 

correction. It is "a masse / Of strange delights" (6-7), "joyes handsell" (13) 

or token, giving joy and promising joy to come. It is "heav'ns Lidger here" 

(1 I), an ambassador &om Heaven in residence on the earth to show us the 

nature of eternity and to work "against the states of death and hell" (12). The 

poem celebrates the Bible as the perfect work of art, beautiful and ennobling, 

impossible to praise too highly. 

The organisation of the Bible is explored in the second poem, the poet 

contemplating the structures and patterns of the work in an attempt to 

understand the method of its construction: 

Oh that I knew how all thy lights combine, 
And the configurations of their glorie! 
Seeing not onely how each verse doth shine, 
But all the constellations of the storie. 
This verse marks that, and both do make a motion 
Unto a third, that ten leaves off doth lie: 
Then as dispersed herbs do watch a potion, 
These three make up some Christians destinie: 
Such are thy secrets, which my life makes good, 
And comments on thee: for in ev'ry thing 



L Myers 

Thy words do finde me out, & parallels bring, 
And in another make me understood. 
Starres are poore books, & oftentimes do misse: 
This book of starres lights to eternal1 blisse. 

The extended comparison to the stars associates the Bible with the creation to 

c o n f i i  their common origin in the mind of God, and the poem argues that the 

patterns evident in the created world are similarly evident in the Bible. As 

stars are grouped into constellations so are verses of Scripture grouped and 

arranged to parallel and explain one another. The key to Herbert's 

organisation of The Temple lies here, the poet modelling and drawing 

inspiration from the work of the Great Poet. "This verse marks that" (5) 

explains Herbert's use of scattered sequences as well as sequentially arranged 

clusters of poems, the "constellations" that combine to tell the story of the 

Christian life and the life of Christ's church. It is the positioning of the poem 

here, at the culmination of the sequence dealing with poetic invention, that 

confirms Herbert's use of the Bible as a model for the construction of The 

Temple, not attempting to minor the divine work detail by detail, for that 

would be impossible, but taking the general principles he observes and 

utilising them creatively in his own way. 

The Liturgical Week 

The second major sub-sequence of the Antiphon sequence, the second 

"octave", is framed by "Whitsunday" and " Trinitie Sunday", poems whose 

titles are drawn from the church calendar. Whitsunday is the seventh Sunday 

after Easter and Trinity Sunday follows one week later, so this sequence 

represents one week in the liturgical calendar. Within it is the tiny sub- 

sequence that runs from "Mattens" to "Even-song" , symbolising the 

liturgical day set appropriately within the liturgical week. Also within the 

liturgical week sequence is the little cluster of five poems concerned with the 

church building, placing liturgical practice firmly within the walls of the 
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church. Figure 6 gives a diagrammatic representation of the sequence 

following the principles of layout evident in the Williams manuscript. 

verso recto 

Figure 6. Layout of the Liturgical Week sub-sequence. 

" Whitsunday" 

" Grace" 

"Praise [I]" 

" Mattens" 

" Even-song" 

" Church-monuments" 

" Church-lock and key" 

" The Windows" 

Notice that the sequence begins on the verso with "Whitsunday" and ends 

with "Trinitie Sunday" on the recto. Similarly, the liturgical day sub- 

sequence begins with "Mattens" on the verso and the end of " Even-song" 

falls on the recto, the beginning and end positions. The pattern is violated, 

however, in the church building section where, although its opening poem 

"Church-monuments" begins on the verso, the end position is usurped by 

"Trinitie Sunday" to mark the close of the larger sequence and to indicate that 

embedding has occurred. The entire arrangement of clusters within the larger 

" Whitsunday" (cont) 

" Grace" (cont) 

" Affliction [2]" 

" Sinne [2]" 

" Even-song" (cont) 

" Church-monuments" 
(cont) 

- - - - - - - - - - -  
" Church-musick" 

"The Church-floore" 

" Trinitie Sunday" 
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group falls, of course, within the larger Antiphon sequence giving the effect of 

a series of Chinese boxes. 

"Whitsunday" celebrates the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost as 

recorded in the Book of Acts: 

And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were all with one 
accord in one place. And suddenly there came a sound from heaven as 
of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were 
sitting. And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of fire, 
and it sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy 
Ghost, and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them 
utterance. (2: 1 -4) 

The poem addresses the Holy Spirit and asks for a fresh anointing of joy and 

power, and a return to the days when the Spirit of God miraculously energised 

his people, bestowing glorious gifts and giving light: 

Listen sweet Dove unto my song, 
And spread thy golden wings in me; 
Hatching my tender heart so long, 

  ill it get wing, and flie away with thee. 

Where is that fire which once descended 
On thy Apostles? thou didst then 
Keep open house, richly attended, 

Feasting all comers by twelve chosen men. (1-8) 

The gospels describe the Holy Spirit descending upon Jesus like a dove (for 

example, Mark 1:lO) and here the dove is invited to come and brood over the 

believer's heart until the heart is liberated. In the fifth stanza the reference to 

those who were martyred probably alludes to the persecution of the early 

church, since which time the gifts of the Holy Spirit seemed to have 

disappeared from the church. The change in the last stanza from first person 

singular to plural carries the implication that each believer must receive the 

empowering of the Holy Spirit if the church is to experience the glory and 

power of its early days. The poem is organised into seven stanzas, seven, the 

number of perfection and the Holy Spirit according to Augustine, suggesting 

the .working of divine power (see Appendix E). Its position as the opening 



poem of the sequence suggests that liturgical practice must be infused with 

divine energy if it is to be more than lifeless formality. 

"Grace" follows, presenting a picture of the individual believer bankrupt 

without the Holy Spirit. Here, the Holy Spirit is the grace of God which drops 

from above and without which the believer is dead and the house of God a 

dungeon: 

If still the sunne should hide his face, 
Thy house would but a dungeon prove, 
Thy works nights captives: 0 let grace 

Drop from above! (5-8) 

The believer depends upon the Holy Spirit, the dove that drops from above, for 

light and life if death and sin are to be overcome. The biblical images of sun, 

dew and dove focus the poem on the Holy Spirit who is invited to come 

"without cease", to fall continuously in order to sustain the spiritual life of the 

believer and, by implication, the church. 

"Praise [I]" develops further this image of total dependence on the grace of 

God and the working of the Holy Spirit. The soul longs to praise God 

adequately, in fact the last stanza shows this to be the believer's work, but is 

dependent on the Holy Spirit to do even this: 

I go to Church; help me to wings, and I 
Will thither flie; 

Or, if I mount unto the skie, 
I will do more. (5-8) 

Read in isolation the poem might be seen as a purely personal expression of 

religious sentiment but when placed in its context it takes on a fuller meaning. 

It is the work of the church to praise God but ritual activity is feeble and "all 

weaknesse" (9) without the energising of the Holy Spirit who is the sling that 

shoots the church's praises heavenward. "Praise [I]" begins a small scattered 

sequence, linked by title, which shows the development of praise in the 

believer's life as spiritual growth takes place. 
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"Affliction [2]" follows, the second in a series of five poems linked by their 

identical titles and scattered throughout "The Church". Daniel Rubey 

observes the development throughout this series of the believer's 

understanding of affliction and the part it plays in the spiritual life. He sees 

that in "Affliction [2]" the speaker adopts the position of recipient, waiting on 

God to alleviate suffering, totally dependent on him for relief (1 11). The 

poem's placement in two sequences-the sequentially arranged Liturgical 

Week sequence and the scattered Affliction sequence-gives it a twofold 

significance. While the Affliction sequence develops the individual's spiritual 

progress, the Liturgical Week sequence places the individual into the context 

of the church and communal worship, and here the poem continues the theme 

of waiting on the Holy Spirit which has been developing through 

"Whitsunday", " Grace" and "Praise [I]". The believer's total dependence 

on the Holy Spirit for life and joy takes on a fuller meaning in "Affliction [2]" 

where the absence of the Holy Spirit causes anguish: 

Thou art my grief alone, 
Thou Lord conceal it not: and as thou art 

All my delight, so all my smart. (9-1 1) 

The unifying theme of grace that has been developing throughout the 

Liturgical Week sub-sequence links it to the preceding sub-sequence, where 

the poetry suggests that wit is another of God's gracious gifts and should 

therefore be used in his service and for his glory. 

The Liturgical Day 

The tiny sequence of three poems embedded within the Liturgical Week 

sequence is based upon the Daily Office, the official prayer of the Church of 

England, and takes the reader through one day of liturgical practice to 

illustrate the solicitude of the church for sinners (Hanley 123). The need to 

contemplate one's sin in order to realise the goodness of God, and the soul's 

dependence on God for cleansing and renewal, form the focus of the sequence. 
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"Mattens" presents a picture of Morning Prayer and is a little contemplation 

on the goodness of God, his grace, love and kindness. Images of sight develop 

the picture of eyes opening on the new day to see the beauty of the morning 

light. The new light acts as a reminder of spiritual birth and God's love for his 

people: 

My God, what is a heart, 
That thou shouldst it so eye, and wooe, 
Powring upon it all thy art, 

As if that thou hadst nothing els to do? (9-12) 

In contemplating the day ahead, the whole responsibility of the believer is to 

serve God and to draw closer to him. 

The images of sight tie " Mattens" closely to " Sinne [2]" and "Even-song" so 

that the poems form a tight cluster. The rhyme at the end of "Mattens" is 

carried over into "Sinne [2]" to confirm the link and to develop the 

implication that the day brings sin: 

0 that I could a sinne once see! 
We paint the devil foul, yet he 
Hath some good in him, all agree. 

Sinne is flat opposite to th' Almighty, seeing 
It wants the good of vertue, and of being. 

But God more care of us hath had: 
If apparitions make us sad, 
By sight of sinne we should grow mad. 

Yet as in sleep we see foul death, and live: 
So devils are our sinnes in perspective. 

Sin is surrounded by church ritual, enclosed within God's order (Severance 

237). Sin disrupts the day but is anticipated by God who has "more care of 

us" (6) and remains in full control. The size of the poem, its monosyllabic 

words and simple rhyming all contribute to put sin in perspective. Flanked by 

comparatively lengthy meditations on the goodness of God, sin is pictured as 

small compared to God who can cancel sin in a moment of time. 



L Myers 

The sleep image at the end of "Sinne [2]" ties the poem to "Evensong" 

where thanks for the day is given. The activity of the previous poems turns to 

passivity as the speaker thanks God not only for the day but for his Son who 

makes forgiveness of sin possible. The poem is subtly divided into two parts 

by the slight change in rhyme scheme from abbacddc in the first and third 

stanzas to abbacdcd in the second and fourth stanzas. This gives a sense of 

close halfway through the poem at line 16 and again at the end. The first half 

of the poem focuses on repentance as the speaker's troubled mind reviews the 

day's mishaps. The gentle close established by the slight change in rhyme 

suggests the close God brings to the speaker's distress, and the second half of 

the poem pictures the speaker resting in the forgiveness of a bountiful God: 

My God, thou art all love. 
Not one poore minute scapes thy breast, 
But brings'a favour from above; 

And in this love, more then in bed, I rest. (29-32) 

The Church Building 

The next sequence is identified not by marker poems at beginning and end but 

by the unity of the poems' titles, each presenting some aspect of the physical 

setting for communal worship. In his commentary on The Temple published in 

171 5, George Ryley wrote that "a good man is ready to spiritualise everything 

he meets with" (76) and Herbert follows this maxim in his treatment of the 

church building. The monuments, the lock and key, the windows and floor, 

and the music emanating from the building all provide material for religious 

meditation. 

The sequence opens with "Church-monuments", written as a single stanza in 

both the Williams and Bodleian manuscripts but divided into four six-line 

stanzas in the first edition and in various later editions (for example, 

Hutchinson 64-65). As Hutchinson notes, it seems the editor of the 1633 

edition considered that the rhyme scheme implied a six-line stanza, but 
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Herbert evidently intended to emphasise the relentless progress of the poem by 

frustrating the expectations for formal divisions created by the rhyme scheme, 

perhaps to reflect "death's incessant motion" (4). Probably for the same 

reason, the sentences are long and straggling, nine of the twenty-four lines 

followed by no punctuation and only three coming to a full stop. The poem is 

a meditation on a memento mori and hc t ions  formally as a hieroglyph, "the 

dissolution of the body and the monuments . . . paralleled by the dissolution of 

the sentences and the stanzas" (Summers, Religion and Art 133-34). 

Although "Church-monuments" has only 24 lines, 25 counting the title, 

Herbert divided it between pages in the Williams manuscript placing 19 lines 

on a verso page and the last five lines on the following recto. This is 

extraordinary considering that in other places he allowed 25 lines to the page, 

so the division was not strictly necessary. Also extraordinary is the fact that 

there is no natural break at the end of line 19; it is the middle of a sentence. 

There is no poetic break here either; the rhythmic unit ends at line 18. In no 

other place does Herbert divide a stanza across pages, and here it is not 

necessary to do so. Had he made the division after line 16, he could have 

moved to the next page the last eight lines which comprise not only two 

complete sentences but are introduced by an indentation and are therefore 

already separated from what has gone before. On the facing recto page in the 

Williams manuscript Herbert positioned the final lines of "Church- 

monuments" and the first stanza of "ffrailty". Since "ffrailty" has only eight 

lines to the stanza there was clearly room to have the final eight lines of 

"Church-monuments" above it (see Appendix J). Evidently, Herbert divided 

"Church-monuments" for reasons other than space or syntax. The first 19 

lines of the poem focus on the flesh, the oft repeated image of dust a reminder 

that the physical body is transitory. Death comes relentlessly to all in spite of 

the pride of life and the wantonness of a self-indulgent lifestyle. The division, 

which seems to be in the least expected place, puts emphasis on what the flesh 

must learn: 

Deare flesh, while I do pray, learn here thy stemme 
And true descent; that when thou shalt grow fat, 
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And wanton in thy cravings, thou mayst know, a 
-page break- 

That flesh is but the glasse, which holds the dust b 
That measures all our time; which also shall c 
Be crumbled into dust. Mark here below a 
How tame these ashes are, how free from lust, b 
That thou mayst fit thy self against thy fall. (1 7-24) c 

Like the motto following the illustration in an Elizabethan emblem, the final 

five lines have a quality of self-containment. The poem is a reminder of the 

weakness and brevity of physical life, the suddenness of unexpected death and 

the importance of guarding oneself against sin and temptation. 

" Church-musick" follows, the sweetest of all music erecting a spiritual house 

where the soul can repose: 

Sweetest of sweets, I thank you: when displeasure 
Did through my bodie wound my minde, 

You took me thence, and in your house of pleasure 
A daintie lodging me assign'd. (1-4) 

The music carries the soul heavenward where comfort and rest are found. The 

focus of the poem is the soul's response to the music played during the church 

service, bringing the soul into worship and the realm of the spirit. The 

contrast between this and the preceding poem is marked, "Church- 

monuments" focusing on the body while "Church-musick" focuses on the 

soul. The poems together provide a two-part meditation on the human 

condition, the body tending to the earth while the soul reaches toward heaven. 

The portal image with which " Church-musick" closes ties it to the next poem, 

"Church-lock and key", but here the door is locked, the metaphor in the title 

informing the poem without specific reference to it. The emblematic strategy 

encapsulates doctrinal truth in one vivid image: although the door gives 

access to God's mercy, the believer's sin is both lock and key. Sin denies the 

believer access to God yet repentance from sin and dependence on the efficacy 

of Christ'ssacrifice call down God's mercy: 

I know it is my sinne, which locks thine eares, 
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And bindes thy hands, 
Out-crying my requests, drowning my tears; 
Or else the chillnesse of my faint demands. 

Yet heare, 0 God, only for his blouds sake 
Which pleads for me: 

For though sinnes plead too, yet like stones they make 
His blouds sweet current much more loud to be. (1 -4,9-12) 

As stones in a creek bed make the water sing, so the stones of sin make the 

pleading of Christ's blood louder on behalf of the sinner. The locked door is 

an image of unanswered prayer, God unable to respond to the believer's 

requests because the believer's sin ties his hands. Yet the blood of Christ, the 

sacrifice for sin, works to cancel sin and open the door to God's blessings. 

Again a repeated image links the poem to the next, "The Church-floore". 

Here, the stone image becomes the immediate focus as the reader is instructed 

to examine the square and speckled stone of the floor: 

Mark you the floore? that square & speckled stone, 
Which looks so firm and strong 

Is Patience. (1-3) 

The image of the hard stone is examined closely then assigned an allegorical 

meaning, and this strategy closely aligns the poem to the emblematic tradition 

(Edgecombe 14). In the same way, the black stone beside it is equated with 

humility, the slope of the floor with confidence and the cement with love and 

charity. As the perspective widens, the viewer's vision is forced upward and 

outward until the whole structure is in view, the church building becoming an 

emblem for the human heart. At line 12, sin's entrance disrupts the rhythm 

and changes the rhyme, the extended metaphor now taking on the features of a 

medieval morality play: 

Hither sometimes Sinne steals, and stains 
The marbles neat and curious veins: 

But all is cleansed when the marble weeps. 
Sometimes Death, puffing at the doore, 
Blows all the dust about the floore: 
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But while he thinks to spoil the room, he sweeps. (13-1 8) 

Sin steals and stains but the weeping of repentance washes the heart clean. 

Dust, the image of mortality from " Church-monuments", is blown about by 

Death who stands at the door blowing and blustering but cannot enter-his 

presence merely serves to keep the heart clean as the meditation on mortality 

in " Church-monuments" makes clear. The church here is the believer's heart, 

a dwelling place for God, inviolable as long as it is characterised by 

repentance and dependence on God. Patience, humility, confidence, love and 

charity are its qualities. The poem ends on a note of praise, blessing the 

Creator who could build such strength and stability into a weak heart. 

The final poem of the sequence, "The Windows", develops the image of the 

weak heart: 

Lord, how can man preach thy eternal1 word? 
He is a brittle crazie glasse: 

Yet in thy temple thou dost him afford 
This glorious and transcendent place, 

To be a window, through thy grace. (1-5) 

The weakness of the human condition is pictured here as fragile glass, yet 

when the sun shines through it the colours of the stained glass glow and the 

pictures annealed in it speak of the life of Christ. Until now the sequence has 

dealt with believers in general but here the focus is on the priest. It is the 

priest who is afforded "this glorious and transcendent place" as the light of 

the Word of God passes through him to the congregation. Yet as Robert 

Entzminger observes, the priest must not only speak the Word but must live it: 

The life of the preacher then functions to greatest rhetorical effect only 
when it becomes illuminated by the life of Christ: "then the light and 
glorie 1 More rev'rend grows, & more doth win: / Which else shows 
watrish, bleak, & thin" (11.8-10). Only with this precondition, of a 
speaker whose person has been transformed by the Word, will the 
words of the sermon have power to move. (42-43) 

The priest shines forth the glory of God symbolised by the stained glass not 

only by preaching the Word of God but by having his own life transformed by 
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the life of Christ. As Augustine taught, doctrine and life must combine if the 

preacher is to be truly effective: 

The life of the speaker has greater weight in determining whether he is 
obediently heard than any grandness of eloquence. (On Christian 
Doctrine 164) 

"The Windows" pictures the liturgy in progress, the priest speaking the Word 

of God out of a sanctified heart while the congregation of believers receives 

the Word with " strong regard and aw" ( 1  3). 

The tightly knit cluster of poems dealing with the church building was 

evidently planned for its cumulative effect. United by titles and linked by 

imagery the poems explore, each in its unique way, the various aspects of the 

life of the church and demonstrate the nature of the Christian church through 

the building analogy. Positioned within the Liturgical Week sequence which 

itself falls within the larger Antiphon sequence, they present the setting for 

communal worship and ritual activity while examining the nature of the 

church as a body of believers, each transformed by Christ and dependent on 

him. The equation of the church with the human heart presents the key 

doctrine upon which The Temple is based, that the dwelling place of God on 

earth is not just a physical building but is the communion of the saints, the 

composite of those human hearts that are surrendered to God, that have been 

washed in the blood of Jesus and that together make up the church of the 

living God. 

"Trinitie Sunday" marks the end of the Liturgical Week sequence as the day 

marks the end of the period of Easter rejoicing in the church calendar. The 

poem draws to a close the larger sequence and the two smaller sequences 

embedded within it and looks back to "Whitsunday" where the Holy Spirit 

was invited to return to the church to restore it to its former glory. "Trinitie 

Sunday" uses numbers emblematically to explore the three persons of the 

Godhead and the way each one works uniquely in the believer's life. The 
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poem is structured around the number three to symbolise the Trinity, with 

three stanzas of rhyming triplets, and the ritual structure of the stanzas reveals 

the poem's liturgical emphasis. 

The opening stanza gives one line to each of the three persons of the Godhead: 

Lord, who hast form'd me out of mud, 
And hast redeem'd me through thy bloud, 
And sanctifi'd me to do good. (1-3) 

The first line speaks of God the Father, the Creator, who took dust and made a 

man (Genesis 2:7). The redemptive death of Jesus is pictured in the second 

line (1Peter 1:18-19) while line 3 tells of the sanctifying power of the Holy 

Spirit (2 Thessalonians 2: 13). Thus, Father, Son and Holy Spirit are presented 

in their roles of Creator, Saviour and Sanctifier. Also pictured is the course of 

the Christian life from creation to salvation and on to a changed life made 

virtuous by the working of the Holy Spirit. 

Likewise, the second stanza develops the progress of the Christian life from 

confession to purgation and dedication (Severance 230): 

Purge all my sinnes done heretofore: 
For I confesse my heavie score, 
And I will strive to sinne no more. (4-6) 

Although purgation is mentioned first in the poem, the second line indicates 

that it is confession that leads to purgation. This subtly presents the doctrine 

of forgiveness of sins effected by the sacrifice of Jesus. In effect, sin was dealt 

with once and for all at the cross, but the believer must confess and believe in 

order to apply Christ's substitutionary death to his or her own life. In this way 

the stanza presents past, present and future: the past action of the cross as well 

as the believer's past sins, the present confession and the future hope. The 

Christian lifestyle is summed up here also, confession and dedication not only 

necessary at conversion but part of the daily devotional life as pictured in 

" Even-song" . 
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In the final stanza, the ternary patterning becomes denser with three images 

informing each of its three lines: 

Enrich my heart, mouth, hands in me, 
With faith, with hope, with charitie; 
That I may runne, rise, rest with thee. (7-9) 

The prayer is for the believer's words and actions as well as the inner spiritual 

life to reflect God's presence and take on the Christ-like qualities of faith, 

hope and love, the three things that are eternal according to 1 Corinthians 

13: 13: "And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these three." The final line 

condenses the whole of the Christian life into three verbs: "runne, rise, rest". 

The Book of Hebrews speaks of the Christian life as running the race set 

before us (12:l); "rise" suggests the ascension of the soul after death; and 

"rest" pictures the soul at rest in heaven for eternity. 

David Ormerod calls the poem "a hieroglyph of the God who is 

simultaneously three persons in one" (28). Yet it is not only the unity of the 

Godhead with which the poem is concerned. The unity of the believer's 

convictions, words and actions is considered while the unity of the body of 

believers as they unite in communal worship is implied by the positioning of 

the poem within the Liturgical Week sequence. The brevity of the stanzas, the 

insistent rhythm and the impersonal tone make the poem almost a chant, 

giving it a liturgical quality which is confirmed by its title and position. That 

Herbert is a master of compression is nowhere more evident than in this 

extraordinary little poem. Almost song-like, it gives a clear sense of closure to 

the sub-sequence which its placement on the recto page, the end position, 

confirms. 

The Virtues 

The third "octave" or major sub-sequence of the Antiphon sequence is a 

meditation on the virtues that make up the Christian life. To the traditional 
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Christian virtues of humility, gentleness, fortitude, temperance and justice 

Herbert adds contentment and constancy giving seven in all, the number 

Augustine considered symbolic of perfection and the Holy Spirit (see 

Appendix E). As well as suggesting moral perfection, seven may also imply 

here that without the help of the Holy Spirit true virtue is impossible to attain. 

By positioning this picture of the virtues within the sequence whose focus is 

communal worship Herbert indicates that the virtues are not learnt in isolation 

but develop through relationship. 

"Content" opens the sequence, not with a picture of contentment but with an 

argument for it: 

Peace mutt'ring thoughts, and do not grudge to keep 
Within the walls of your own breast: 

Who cannot on his own bed sweetly sleep, 
Can on anothers hardly rest. (1 -4) 

The poem develops the biblical argument for contentment given in the Book 

of Philippians: "I have learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be 

content" (4:ll). The speaker addresses his thoughts in a style that shows the 

influence of John Donne in its abrupt opening, mirroring direct speech 

(compare, for example, Donne's "The Sunne Rising" and "The 

Canonization"). In "Content", the speaker orders his thoughts to cease from 

jealousy and ambition so that he may be happy with his lot: 

Then cease discoursing soul, till thine own ground, 
Do not thy self or friends importune. 

He that by seeking hath himself once found, 
Hath ever found a happie fortune. (33-36) 

"Godliness with contentment is great gain," the Bible says (1 Timothy 6:6) 

and "The Quidditie" that follows presents a picture of the poet content with 

his role. Although a verse brings nothing of the world's pleasures or acclaim, 

it has the power to transport the poet into the presence of God and 

consequently brings more contentment than any worldly pleasure, business or 

renown: 
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It is no office, art, or news, 
Nor the Exchange, or busie Hall; 
But it is that which while I use 
I am with thee, and most take all. (9-12) 

Martz suggests that "most take all" may have been an expression used in a 

game to signify the winner, so here it indicates that true success in life is 

measured not by worldly success but by how closely one has lived with God. 

Entitled "Poetry" in the Williams manuscript, Herbert evidently changed the 

poem's title to focus on the true nature of poetry, a "quiddity" in Scholastic 

philosophy being the real nature or essence of a thing (Martz, Herbert 449). 

The revised title also suggests that the real essence of contentment is to accept 

one's lot in life and to use it to draw close to God, as only in him can true 

contentment be found. 

The next poem in the series, " Humilitie" , is a comic allegory in which Herbert 

presents the five traditional virtues: 

I saw the Vertues sitting hand in hand 
In sev'rall ranks upon an azure throne, 
Where all the beasts and fowl by their command 
Presented tokens of submission. (1 -4) 

The carnal nature is characterised by the beasts that are in subjection to the 

virtues, Humility, Gentleness (Mansuetude), Fortitude, Temperance and 

Justice. The human passions are treated emblematically, the wattle of the 

turkey an emblem of the flesh, the peacock's plume an emblem of pride and so 

on. Aesopian irony develops the humour and maintains the cheerfbl, light- 

hearted tone (Vendler 67). In this delightful allegory, Herbert shows how 

easily human virtue can turn to pride. Only humility and repentance, 

symbolised as tears, can overcome pride and these qualities are therefore 

essential to the Christian life. 

A prayer for God's help follows in "Frailtie" as the soul acknowledges it is 

weak and easily seduced by the glories of the world. The pride of life which 

in the previous poem has been exposed as hazardous to the Christian life is 

here revealed as a constant temptation: 
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But when I view abroad both Regiments; 
The worlds, and thine: 

Thine clad with simplenesse, and sad events; 
The other fine, 

Full of glorie and gay weeds, 
Brave language, braver deeds: 

That which was dust before, doth quickly rise, 
And prick mine eyes. (9-16) 

The biblical images of dust, grass and hay symbolise the futility and transience 

of worldly pleasures-" honour, riches, [and] fair eyes" (3), while the tower of 

Babel provides a striking emblem of human pride. The poem closes with a 

picture of the soul humbly dependent on God to develop true constancy in the 

face of worldly temptations, and it is this that links it to the next poem, 

" Constancie" . Positioned between " Humilitie" and " Constancie" , the poem 

provides a reminder of the weakness of the human condition and the believer's 

total dependence on God if pride is to be resisted and the virtuous life pursued. 

The image in "Frailtie" of the weak soul striving to be virtuous is balanced 

with the picture of the virtuous soul in " Constancie" : 

Who is the honest man? 
He that doth still and strongly good pursue, 
To God, his neighbour, and himself most true: 

Whom neither force nor fawning can 
Unpinne, or wrench from giving all their due. (1-5) 

The poem is constructed of seven stanzas. Augustine's interpretation of this 

number suggests that it is only with the empowering of the Holy Spirit that 

perfect virtue can be achieved and maintained (see Appendix E). The 

emblematic quality of Herbert's poems, and this sequence in particular, is 

evident in this portrait of the honest man, true to his word and pursuing good 

at any cost. As the sun rules the day, virtue rules "the Mark-man, safe and 

sure, / Who still is right, and prayes to be so still" (34-35). The marksman's 

aim is focused on pursuing the virtuous life and he knows that the only way to 

reach this goal is to pray for God's help. The positioning of the poem within 

the Antiphon sequence suggests that it is among believers that this person will 
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be found as it is only by the empowering of the Holy Spirit that a state of 

constant virtue can be achieved. 

The following poem, "Affliction [3]", presents the virtuous soul's response to 

suffering. In "Affliction [I]" the soul saw affliction as punishment from God 

but here punishment is transformed into guidance. The poem links the soul's 

suffering to Christ's suffering, the paradox of Christ's death, which is both joy 

and grief, paralleling the paradox of affliction which is a necessary part of the 

soul's growth towards godliness and is therefore cause for joy as well as pain 

(Rubey 112-13). The soul realises that sharing in Christ's life entails also 

sharing in his suffering: 

Thy life on earth was grief, and thou art still 
Constant unto it, making it to be 
A point of honour; now to grieve in me, 

And in thy members suffer ill. (1 3- 16) 

The soul's complete assurance that God is in control, that whatever comes 

God will "guide and govern it to my relief' (3)' follows the teaching of the 

Epistle to the Romans: 

And we know that all things work together for good to them that love 
God, to them who are the called according to his purpose. (8:28) 

The poem ends with the soul's conviction that it is an honour to suffer as Jesus 

did and in some small way to share in his suffering. The position of the poem 

within the Virtues sub-sequence suggests that the virtuous soul is characterised 

by patience in suffering and complete trust in God in all life's circumstances. 

Following " Constancie" , the poem pictures the constancy of the virtuous soul 

in affliction; in fact, the little cluster of three poems-"Frailtie", 

"Constancie" and "Affliction [3]"-presents a full explication of the virtue of 

constancy, whether in the face of temptation or affliction, and of the soul's 

dependence on God to keep it faithful. 

"The Starre" which follows is one of Herbert's loveliest lyrics. It presents a 

p i c b e  of the virtuous soul able to adore God in purity. Its happy light-hearted 
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tone and beautiful imagery show the beauty and peace that is the end of virtue. 

A shooting star falling to earth is asked to take up residence in the speaker's 

heart so that its fire can burn away the dross of folly and lust it finds there and 

refine and beautify it. Once cleansed fiom sin and sickness, the heart will be 

able to return with the star fiom whence it came, to the radiant face of Jesus in 

heaven: 

Then with our trinitie of light, 
Motion, and heat, let's take our flight 

Unto the place where thou 
Before didst bow. 

Get me a standing there, and place 
Among the beams, which crown the face 

Of him, who dy'd to part 
Sinne and my heart: 

That so among the rest I may 
Glitter, and curle, and winde as they: 

That winding is their fashion 
Of adoration. (1 7-28) 

The triplet of light, motion and heat suggests the soul's affinity with the 

Trinity (Martin 70). The soul's adoration is similarly threefold: " Glitter, and 

curle, and winde" (26)-the three actions of glistening, twisting and encircling 

denoting how fully the transformation has been effected. The poem is not, 

however, a meditation on virtue achieved but a dream of virtue and innocence 

and of what is possible if the life of virtue is pursued. 

The final poem in the sequence is "Sunday", its title immediately recalling 

"Trinitie Sunday" and " Whitsunday", the marker poems of the preceding 

sequence, and hence suggesting that it, too, marks the transition from one 

sequence to the next. The poem's symbolic use of numbers also links it to 

" Trinitie Sunday" and " Whitsunday", its seven lines per stanza suggesting 

perfection as well as the seven days of the week (see Appendix E). In this 

way, the poem reiterates its theme through its numeric structure (Severance 

230). The poem is packed with metaphors, Sunday compared to a torch, a 

man, the pillars of heaven, garden beds, bracelets, and so on. In her 
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explication of the poem, Helen Vendler takes exception to the image of God's 

wife, " since we never think of God as enthroned in heaven with a wife" (1 65), 

although the Bible clearly presents Cmst as the king of the universe seated in 

heavenly places and ruling with his beloved bride, the church (see, for 

example, Ephesians 5:31-32, Revelation 19:7-8). The poem is hence 

prophetic, speaking of the church as the wife of Christ who is adorned, in a 

particularly striking and unusual image, with her days of special worship: 

The Sundaies of mans life, 
Thredded together on times string, 
Make bracelets to adorn the wife 
Of the eternal1 glorious King. 
On Sunday heavens gate stands ope; 
Blessings are plentifull and rife, 

More plentifull then hope. (29-35) 

Although the Old Testarrient teaches that Saturday is the last day of the week 

and therefore the day of rest, Herbert argues that since Christ's resurrection, 

Sunday has taken the place of the Sabbath: 

AS Sampson bore the doores away, 
Christs hands, though nail'd, wrought our salvation, 

And did unhinge that day. 

The brightnesse of that day 
We sullied by our foul offence: 
Wherefore that robe we cast away, 
Having a new at his expence. (47-53) 

Tuve explains that the seeming eccentricity of the comparison between 

Samson and Christ was an iconographical convention with which Herbert's 

readers would have been familiar (A Reading 159). For example, in the 

Speculum humanae salvationis this explanation follows the illustrations: 

Just as Samson bore the gates away in the middle of the night, so Christ 
waited from Friday until just after midnight Sunday morning before 
delivering the captives of hell. (Tuve, A Reading 160) 

The poem pictures Sunday as a day of rejoicing, more noble than the ordinary 

working days, and the speaker describes "leaping with thee from sev'n to 

sev'n" (61) until the day when the soul, as part of the composite of souls that 
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comprise the church, will leap fiom earth to heaven to take its place beside its 

king. Thus, "Sunday" pictures the church as it will be in eternity, pure and 

undefiled, perfect in holiness: 

Christ . . . loved the church, and gave himself for it; that he might 
sanctifjr and cleanse it with the washing of water by the word, that he 
might present it to himself a glorious church, not having spot, or 
wrinkle, or any such thing; but that it should be holy and without 
blemish. (Ephesians 5:25-27) 

The sequence which has focused on individual virtue thus ends with a 

prophetic picture of the church when its members have achieved true virtue. 

That is, the end of virtue is not only personal benefit; it is to enable Christ's 

church to fulfil its destiny as his unblemished bride, reigning with him 

throughout eternity. 

The Errors 

Herbert parallels the sequence on virtue with a sequence on error in the manner 

of biblical antithetic parallelism: 

Parallelism may take many forms . . . "synonymous," occurring when 
the theme is stated in the first member, and then re-stated with 
variation in the second . . . "antithetic" parallelism, in which the 
second member states the truth of the first in a negative form or offers 
a contrast. Thus Ps. 1:6 runs: "For Yahweh knoweth the way of the 
righteous, / But the way of the wicked shall perish." (Robinson 22) 

The joyful tone of" Sunday" contrasts with the serious tone of the sonnet that 

follows confirming the beginning of a new sequence as does the position of 

the sonnet on a verso page. "Avarice" opens the series of eight poems which 

ends in the self-abasement of "Sighs and Grones" making up the fourth 

"octave" of the larger Antiphon sequence. The error the believer, and by 

association the church, is prone to provides the thematic focus of this sub- 

sequence, paralleling by contrast the virtues that inform the previous section. 
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"Avarice" exposes money as a source of woe and entrapment: 

Man calleth thee his wealth, who made thee rich; 
And while he digs out thee, falls in the ditch. (13-14) 

In taking metal from the ground, cleansing it by fire and stamping it with "the 

face of man" (lo), mankind has dignified what was "poore and dirtie in a 

mine" (4) while the pursuit of money makes the individual wretched and 

spiritually bankrupt. The teaching of Jesus is evident here: 

No man can serve two masters: for either he will hate the one, and love 
the other; or else he will hold to the one, and despise the other. Ye 
cannot serve God and mammon. (Matthew 6:24) 

For the love of money is the root of all evil: which while some coveted 
after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves through 
with many sorrows. (1 Timothy 6: 10) 

The emblematic imagery of the mine with its poor and dirty inhabitant, the 

dark cave, the grotto and the ditch create a vivid picture of the true nature of 

avarice. 

"Anagram" compares Mary to an army over which the Lord of Hosts, Jesus, 

presides. The playful simplicity of the anagram belies the seriousness and 

complexity of its subject: 

How well her name an Army doth present, 
In whom the Lord of Hosts did pitch his tent. 

Throughout the Old Testament, "hosts" is used to describe a vast army, either 

of men or angels, and the Lord of Hosts is a traditional type of Christ who is 

both the commander of the heavenly armies as well as of his church. The 

picture of the church as an army comes from the Song of Solomon: 

Who is she that looketh forth as the morning, fair as the moon, clear as 
the sun, and terrible as an army with banners? (6: 10) 

In associating Mary with this army, Herbert implies that she is part of the 

church. This gently challenges the Roman Catholic tradition of the worship of 
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Mary and leads into the following poem where the worship of angels and 

saints is prohibited. 

"To all Angels and Saints" gives the Protestant reasons for refusing to engage 

in the worship of angels and saints, including Mary, arguing that the Bible 

forbids it: 

But now, alas, I dare not; for our King, 
Whom we do all joyntly adore and praise, 

Bids no such thing; 
And where his pleasure no injunction layes, 
('Tis your own case) ye never move a wing. 

All worship is prerogative, and a flower 
Of his rich crown, from whom lyes no appeal 

At the last houre: 
Therefore we dare not from his garland steal, 
To make a posie for inferiour power. (1 6-25) 

The poem expresses the position of the Church of England as recorded in the 

Articles of Religion in the Book of Common Prayer: 

The Romish Doctrine concerning Purgatory, Pardons, Worshipping and 
Adoration, as well of Images as of Reliques, and also invocation of 
Saints, is a fond thing vainly invented, and grounded upon no warranty 
of Scripture, but rather repugnant to the Word of God. 

Addressing Mary, the speaker explains in a polite and almost apologetic tone 

that it is not out of envy or malice that he refuses to pray to her but in 

obedience to the express will of God. The poem moves from first person 

singular to plural to indicate that this is not some personal interpretation of the 

Bible but the position of the Church of England, and the placement of the 

poem within the liturgical Antiphon sequence suggests this also. In fact, the 

poem's position within the sub-sequence dealing with the errors the believer 

must guard against demonstrates the seriousness of its subject. Herbert makes 

clear that all worship belongs to God alone and, in the same way that the 

pursuit of wealth can lead to error, the worship of angels and saints can take 

the believer away from the purposes of God. 
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The following poem, "Employment [2]", argues that the believer must not just 

sit idly, but must labour to serve God and to fight in his army. "Ever in 

wanes" (1 7) harks back to the army image in "Anagram", and the believer's 

role is seen to be one of active service, not passive idleness: 

Life is a businesse, not good cheer; 
Ever in wanes. (1 6- 17) 

The Christian should be busy, bearing fruit like the orange tree which 

blossoms and bears fruit at the same time; instead, the soul makes excuses to 

sit, idle, weary and cold. The images of fur and cold in the first stanza 

juxtaposed against the " quick coal" and " mortall fire" of stanza 2 suggest the 

biblical warning not to allow love for God to grow cold but to be ever on fire 

in zeal and passion for him (Matthew 24:12). Fire is a biblical image of the 

Holy Spirit; the dying 'ember, whose own ashes are choking it to death, 

pictures the believer who has lost the anointing of the Holy Spirit through 

sheer laziness: 

Man is no starre, but a quick coal 
Of mortall fire: 

Who blows it not, nor doth controll 
A faint desire, 

Lets his own ashes choke his soul. 

But we are still too young or old; 
The Man is gone, 

Before we do our wares unfold: 
SO we freeze on, 

Until the grave increase our cold. (6-1 0,26-30) 

This picture of spiritual inertia acts as a warning to all believers to wrestle 

against the tendency to indolence that is part of the human condition. Thus, 

sloth follows greed and idolatry as errors the believer must resist if the 

spiritual life is to be fully realised. 

The stern warning of "Employment [2]" is followed by a vivid depiction of 

the ' results of the believer's lethargy and lack of passion. " Deniall" opens 
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with a picture of the grief and frustration of unanswered prayer when fear and 

distress consume the soul. The soul that has grown cold, that lacks the will to 

serve God actively and passionately, finds that God seems far away when 

trouble comes. Thoughts wander during prayer, the spirit is feeble, God seems 

deaf and prayer feels hollow: 

My bent thoughts, like a brittle bow, 
Did flie asunder: 

Each took his way; some would to pleasures go, 
Some to the wanes and thunder 

Of alarms. 

As good go any where, they say, 
As to benurnrne 

Both knees and heart, in crying night and day, 
Come, come, my God, 0 come, 

But no hearing. (6- 15) 

Images of fragmentation and disconnection, disordered line lengths and the 

lack of rhyme in the final line of each stanza suggest the disorder of the 

believer who loses the sense of God's presence. The speaker is broken into the 

fragments' of "my heart broken", "my bent thoughts", "my breast", " both 

knees and heart" until he is reduced in the fourth stanza to the dust from which 

he was made: 

0 that thou shouldst give dust a tongue 
To crie to thee, 

And then not heare it crying! all day long 
My heart was in my knee, 

But no hearing. (1 6-20) 

Herbert powerfully reveals in these lines that union with God is the soul's 

natural state so that when it loses the sense of God's presence it becomes 

impotent and despondent. However, no matter how bitter, the believer's 

complaints are never just a grieving but "a lifting of the eyes" (Bloch 278). 

Because of the soul's sure faith that God will hear, its suit is granted even as it 

speaks, the rhyme is mended and the firm cadence of the closing line indicates 

that God's presence has returned to touch the soul and the poem at the same 

time. Suiting the action to the word, the restored rhyme suggests that God will 

always respond to true repentance and will restore his child. 
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"Christmas" opens with a wonderful image of the carnally minded believer, 

pursuing pleasure and " quite astray" (3), showing more affinity to the animal 

kingdom than to the God in whose image she  has been made: 

All after pleasures as I rid one day, 
My horse and I, both tir'd, bodie and minde, 
With full crie of affections, quite astray, 

I took up in the next inne I could finde. (1-4) 

The soul has grown cold and lazy, pursuing pleasure and far from the glorious 

and victorious life to which God is calling it. In a lovely twist, the inn turns 

out to be the manger of Christ's nativity where Jesus has been waiting for his 

loved one, ready to relieve the pain and confusion that self-indulgence has 

brought: 

There when I came, whom found I but my deare, 
My dearest Lord, expecting till the grief 
Of pleasures brought me to him, readie there 

To be all passengers most sweet relief? (5-8) 

The close of the preceding poem, where God's grace restores order, is echoed 

here where the Lord is faithful to relieve his beloved's distress and to "furnish 

and deck" the soul, to heal and beautify it. As Seelig points out, contrary to 

the impression made by the pleadings of the previous poem, it is not the soul 

who waits for God but God who has been waiting patiently for the soul to 

wander towards him (27). In fact, it is now apparent that the soul only thinks 

it is earnestly seeking God; the reader has witnessed its wandering thoughts 

and self-focus in "Deniall" and sees in "Christmas" that the soul is more 

consumed with satisfying its own desires than with pursuing God and serving 

him. 

The allegorical opening of "Christmas" echoes the allegory in the preceding 

sequence where the beasts overpower the virtues in "Hurnilitie". In 

"Christmas" the carnal element in mankind leads the believer astray but God 

graciously draws his beloved back to himself. The sonnet that comprises the 

first section of the poem closes with the soul's complete dependence on God 

for restoration, its realisation that it is dark and brutish revealing the humility 
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and repentance necessary for recovery. The second section of the poem gives 

the soul's natural response to Christ's grace and generosity. The song-like 

regularity of the rhyme and meter and the lovely imagery celebrate the sense 

of liberation the soul feels at Christ's intervention: 

shepherd and flock shall sing, and all my powers 
Out-sing the day-light houres. 

Then we will chide the sunne for letting night 
Take up his place and right. (2 1-24) 

However, the following poem makes clear the fact that in spite of God's 

" bountie and rare clemencie" ("Ungratefilnesse" I), in spite of the 

redemption freely available to mankind, when it comes to matters of 

obedience and self-denial human nature is reluctant to submit. 

" Ungratefulnesse" describes God's two cabinets " full of treasure" (7), the 

Trinity and the Incarnation, which God has unlocked and made available to 

his people. These images are reflected in the box-like rhyme scheme of 

abccba where the rhyming couplet at the middle of each stanza is encased by 

rhyming lines which are further encased by another set of rhyming lines: 

Thou hast but two rare cabinets full of treasure, 
The Trinitie, and Incarnation: 

Thou hast unlockt them both, 
And made them jewels to betroth 

The work of thy creation 
Unto thy self in everlasting pleasure. (7- 12) 

The fourth stanza presents a beautiful picture of the Incarnation where all 

God's joys and mercies are revealed in the person of Christ. Images of 

sparkling light, sweets, mercies and delights develop a picture of the beauty of 

Jesus. In its present mortal condition the soul cannot understand the mystery 

of the Trinity fully, but it can approach Jesus confidently because he is in the 

"box" of his human body and therefore familiar and knowable. However, the 

picture of what mankind brings to the relationship is very different from the 

beauty of Christ: 

But man is close, reserv'd, and dark to thee: 
When thou demandest but a heart, 

He cavils instantly. 
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In his poore cabinet of bone 
Sinnes have their box apart, 

Defkauding thee, who gavest two for one. (25-30) 

The images are dark and mean and the box-like rhyming pattern is broken as 

mankind refuses to give the one thing God requires. 

"Sighs and Grones" completes the Errors sequence with a picture of 

repentance, the soul's only appropriate response to a holy God: "thou onely 

art 1 The mightie God, but I a sillie worm; 1 0 do not bruise me!" (4-6). The 

believer, God's steward here on earth, has abused his stock and consumed his 

goods, driven by lust and self-will, until his wrath is all that is deserved: 

0 do not urge me! 
For what account can thy ill steward make? 
I have abus'd thy stock, destroy'd thy woods, 
Suckt all thy magazens: my head did ake, 
Till it found out how to consume thy goods: 

0 do not scourge me. (7- 12) 

The imagery here is taken from the parable Jesus told about the unfaithful 

steward who wasted his master's goods (Luke 16:l-12). Jesus directed this 

parable against the Pharisees who were covetous, using their position to fatten 

their own purses, and the poem is Herbert's warning to the believer not to fall 

into the same error. Herbert's message is clear: although humankind is 

fraught with sin and foolishness, repentance will call down the forgiveness of 

a gracious God: 

But 0 reprieve me! 
For thou hast life and death at thy command; 
Thou art both Judge and Saviour, feast and rod, 
Cordial1 and Corrosive: put not thy hand 
Into the bitter box; but 0 my God, 

My God, relieve me! (25-30) 

Wengen-Shute notes the poem's many parallels to the Litany in The Book of 

Common Prayer which begins with "0  God the Father, of heaven: have 

mercy upon us miserable sinners" and continues in a similar vein with much 

repetition of the interjection "0" which, in the poem, begins and ends each 

stanza (32-37). In the Litany before the concluding prayers the priest says, " 0 
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Lord, deal not with us after our sins" to which the congregation responds, 

"Neither reward us after our iniquities," and this same spirit of repentance 

dominates the poem. This strong liturgical echo ties the poem and the sub- 

sequence it concludes into the Antiphon sequence with its emphasis on 

liturgical practice. It also demonstrates the connection between personal 

emotion and public prayer, giving expression to the individual's religious 

emotion in the words of the liturgy. Freeman notes the power to transform the 

personal to the universal that the references to the liturgy achieve: 

although the poems are lyrical and have the appearance of being direct 
statements of Herbert's personal religious experience, they are given an 
impersonality through their association with the Liturgy. By its 
reference to different parts of the divine service the meaning of 
Herbert's poetry is both enriched and widened, and what is individual 
in it is resolved into something universal. (1 58) 

It is this that Herbert is at pains to establish throughout the Antiphon sequence. 

The Errors sub-sequence warns the believer against greed, false worship, 

laziness, self-focus, the pursuit of pleasure and ungratefulness while giving the 

remedy for these and all sins: heartfelt repentance. The placement of the 

sequence within the larger Antiphon sequence demonstrates two things: that 

repentance is a necessary feature of the Christian life and that it is a proper 

component of communal worship. As the soul throws itself on the mercies of 

God he is faithful to forgive and reform it as "Sighs and Grones" makes clear. 

Throughout the sequence the weakness and foolishness of the believer is 

contrasted with God's strength and grace, and the close of the sequence shows 

that his grace is sufficient. 

The Human Condition 

The final "octave" of the Antiphon sequence is the series of eight poems that 

extends from "The World" to "Man". It explores the true nature of the 

human condition and in doing so provides a link into the next major sequence 
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of "The Church". This type of overlap, sometimes seen from one poem to the 

next (for example, "Affliction [I]" and "Repentance") and here apparent 

between sequences, creates the smooth flow of the poetry and ties the poems 

of "The Church" into a united whole. The sequence shows the human being 

to be flesh and spirit, God's supreme creation, with the potential to achieve 

virtue and holiness if sin and self-will can be mastered. "Lent" at the centre 

of the sequence looks back to the liturgical focus of earlier poems to suggest 

that the disciplines of church life can help Christians to overcome sin and 

experience the fullness of all that God created them to be. 

"The World" describes the little world of humanity, the stately house that God 

has built to dwell in. The emblematic quality of the imagery and the 

allegorical treatment of Fortune, Pleasure, Sin and Death who are overcome by 

Wisdom, Grace and  lory create the light-hearted tone that belies the 

seriousness and the vastness of the content that encompasses human life from 

birth to death and beyond: 

Then Sinne combin'd with Death in a firm band 
To raze the building to the very floore: 
Which they effected, none could them withstand. 
But Love and Grace took Glorie by the hand, 
And built a braver Palace then before. (16-20) 

"Coloss. 3.3 Our life is hid with Christ in God" continues the theme of 

containment that has been broached in "The World". As God invisibly 

inhabits the believer, and the spiritual life is contained within the physical 

body, so the diagonal line is hidden within the poem: 

My words & thoughts do both expresse this notion, 
That Life hath with the sun a double motion. 
The first Is straight, and our diurnal1 friend, 
The other Hid and doth obliquely bend. 
One life is wrapt In flesh, and tends to earth: 
The other winds towards Him, whose happie birth 
Taught me to live here so, That still one eye 
Should aim and shoot at that which Is on high: 
Quitting with daily labour all My pleasure, 
To gain at harvest an eternal1 Treasure. 
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In the poem Herbert responds to the biblical text of the title by rephrasing it in 

the first person. The Scripture reads "your life is hid with Christ in God" but 

Herbert changes this to "our life" in the title and "my life" in the oblique line. 

In this way he departs fiom the text in order to enter it more fully (Bloch 34). 

The oblique line is a graphic representation of the meaning of the biblical text: 

that only in God can the hidden meaning of life be found. 

The tendencies of the flesh and the spirit, one inclining to earth while the other 

reaches towards heaven, express the conflict between the carnal nature and the 

spiritual life, the virtues and the vices, that have been the focus of many of the 

preceding poems. Robert McMahon observes the poem's suggestion of the 

salvation story, fiom incarnation to apocalypse, and its representation of the 

dual nature of Christ: his humanity and divinity. He points out the use of 

hypermetric couplets with feminine endings, the first and final couplets, to 

encase the inner lines, the central couplet of the poem focusing on Christ as 

does the central rhyme of earthbirth. The semantic and physical centre of the 

diagonal line is similarly "In Him", presenting Christ at the centre of all (55- 

64). 

The human condition is further explored in "Vanitie [l]" where human 

curiosity and ingenuity are demonstrated in the activities of the astronomer, 

the diver and the alchemist. Mankind is driven to explore the wide expanses 

of space, the depth of the ocean and the inner workings of the created world 

but is rarely inclined to search out the Creator of all this bounty: 

What hath not man sought out and found, 
But his deare God? who yet his glorious law 
Embosomes in us, mellowing the ground 

With showres and .frosts, with love & aw, 
So that we need not say, Where's this command? 

Poore man, thou searchest round 
To find out death, but missest life at hand. (22-28) 

The previous poem has presented the spiritual life hidden in the physical 

realm, and here Herbert shows mankind's reluctance to look for the reality of 

God even though he is revealed in the created world as the Bible teaches: 
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For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are 
clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made, even his 
eternal power and Godhead; so that they are without excuse. (Romans 
1 :20) 

The human predicament is thus the battle between flesh and spirit, the 

overpowering strength of the carnal nature warring against the spirit and 

preoccupying itself with the natural world rather than seeking after God. The 

following poem, "Lent", gives the solution to this predicament. It shows that 

the church provides the way to control the carnal nature by denying its 

demands through fasting. In The Book of Common Prayer the Collect for the 

first Sunday in Lent says: 

0 Lord, who for our sake didst fast forty days and forty nights; Give 
us grace to use such abstinence, that, our flesh being subdued to the 
Spirit, we may ever obey thy godly motions in righteousness, and true 
holiness, to thy honour and glory, who livest and reignest with the 
Father and the Holy Ghost, one God, world without end. 

"Lent", at the centre of the sequence, is a reminder of the power of liturgical 

practice. The poem demonstrates that to find help in controlling the carnal 

nature the believer can look to the church and its organised routines of worship 

where strength for the hidden spiritual life is to be found. 

"Vertue" follows with its portrayal of the virtuous soul, the implications of its 

context suggesting that the soul can only become virtuous through 

identification with Christ's death and resurrection, and through the cleansing 

power of self-denial. Here is the end of fasting, the " sweet and vertuous soul, 

[who] / Like season'd timber, never gives" (13-14), the soul that will survive 

the apocalypse to live in eternity with its Maker. The poem is organised 

around three statements with a counterstatement, three statements of death 

followed by life, three descriptions of days and seasons followed by the 

timelessness of eternity. 

"The Pearl. Matth. 13.45" expands this picture of the virtuous soul, 

explaining that it is the one who has chosen the love of God above all the 

enticements of worldly pursuits. Again, three statements are answered and 
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brought to a close with a counterstatement, learning, honour and pleasure 

systematically explored and discounted as the soul chooses rather to pursue the 

love of God. The poem enlarges upon the Scripture referred to in its title to 

flesh out the action and provide the motives of the protagonist in the biblical 

story. The vocabulary of profit and loss in phrases such as "stock and 

surplus" (8), " quick returns" (12), " commodities" (34) and "rate and price" 

(35) develops the merchant metaphor as the speaker tallies up all that he has 

and weighs it against God's love. The shape of the stanzas is a graphic 

representation of the poem's meaning, lists of long lines balanced against, and 

paradoxically outweighed each time, by the brief refrain. In this way Herbert 

shows what the Scripture means in specific human terms, doctrine and life 

becoming one (Bloch 24, 41). Yet the soul recognises that it is not just the 

surrender of worldly values which has opened the way to God, but his grace, 

the "silk twist let down'from heav'n" (38) which makes the pursuit of the 

spiritual life possible. 

However, the soul's pursuit of God seems to founder in "Affliction [4]" at the 

approach of suffering. The final image of "The Pearl", the silk twist the soul 

is climbing towards God, is picked up and developed further, the soul pictured 

as: 

A wonder tortur'd in the space 
Betwixt this world and that of grace. (5-6) 

In the Williams manuscript the poem is entitled "Tentation", a word that 

suggests testing or stretching, and the poem pictures the tempering process 

which is part of the relationship with God (Rubey 114). Images of brokenness 

and chaos inform the first three stanzas but are reversed when the soul cries 

out to God: 

Oh help, my God! let not their plot 
Kill them and me, 
And also thee, 

Who art my life: dissolve the knot, 
As the sunne scatters by his light 
All the rebellions of the night. (19-25) 



In the final stanza, the concept of brokenness is reversed into building, the 

destructive power of affliction reversed by God into a creative act whereby the 

soul is regenerated until it is fit for heaven (Rubey 115): "With care and 

courage building me, 1 Till I reach heav'n, and much more, thee" (29-30). The 

final line echoes the close of "The Pearl", the climb continuing once suffering 

is at an end. The implication is that suffering is part of the human condition 

and is a necessary feature of the spiritual journey as Jesus taught his disciples 

and demonstrated in his life on earth (Mark 10:30). 

The series closes with "Man" which echoes the opening poem, "The World", 

bringing a clear sense of closure to the sequence: 

My God, I heard this day, 
That none doth build a stately habitation, 

But he that means to dwell therein. 
What house more stately hath there been, 

Or can be, then is Man? to whose creation 
All things are in decay. (1 -6) 

The connection to "The World" is immediately evident in the image of the 

stately house with which both poems open, and is drawn tight with the 

reference to the brave palace that closes each one and the description of man as 

" one world" : "Man is one world, and hath / Another to attend him" ("Many' 

47-48). The difference lies in the fact that now sin has been dealt with and 

mankind is seen as wholly good, the crown of the created world. The 

language of the poem evokes David's psalm where the beauty of the human 

condition is celebrated: 

Thou hast made him a little lower than the angels, and hast crowned 
him with glory and honour. Thou madest him to have dominion over 
the.works of thy hands; thou hast put all things under his feet. (Psalm 
85-6) 

As the supreme act of creation, mankind has dominion over all the natural 

realm, and every aspect of the created world exists to serve humanity. This is 

not, however, a picture of mankind before the Fall as Richard Strier argues 

(37) but a presentation of what is possible for the believer who has, through 

the grace of God, subjugated the carnal nature, surrendered all worldly 
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pursuits, and focused upon loving and serving God. The poem, in effect, 

describes the normal Christian life, not complete in itself but wholly 

dependent on the grace of God: 

Since then, my God, thou hast 
So brave a Palace built; 0 dwell in it, 

That it may dwell with thee at last! 
Till then, afford us so much wit, 

That, as the world serves us, we may serve thee, 
And both thy servants be. (49-54) 

Here is a picture of the church, God's dwelling place on earth, ruling the 

created world, submitted to the will of God, empowered by the Holy Spirit, 

having the carnal nature under subjection and engaged in the service of their 

God. In closing the sequence that explores the human condition, "Man" 

describes the lifestyle intended for all people yet available only to those who 

will enter through the blood of the Lamb and live a life of obedience and 

submission. However, the poem does not present the believer--or the 

church-as having attained this state of perfection, but paints a picture of what 

is possible, of God's intention for his church. 

The second "Antiphon" closes the extended sequence, its melody echoing the 

music of its namesake. However, here angels sing with men, their praises 

alternating and interweaving in a beautiful song of adoration. The lovely 

suggestion that, as the church gathers for worship, they are joined by angelic 

choirs is heightened by the added complexity and beauty of the poem's 

patterning. Whereas the first "Antiphon" poem is comprised of three two- 

lined chorus segments alternating with two four-line stanzas to give an 

ABABA pattern, here the patterning is more intricate, owing, presumably, to 

the angelic input. Aside fiom the variations in the final stanza, each stanza 

repeats the threefold pattern of chorus, angels, men although the order of 

angels and men is reversed on the first and last occasions: 

Chor. Praised be the God of love, 



L Myers 

Men. Here below, 
Angels. And here above: 

Cho. Who hath dealt his mercies so, 
Ang. To his friend, 
Men. And to his foe. (1-6) 

The pattern throughout the poem is thus ACB ABC I ABC ABC IABC ABC 

/ ACB AA. The seven three-line segments symbolise perfection and the 

Trinity in a rich association of praise for the perfection of the Godhead and the 

perfection of praise when human and angelic voices combine (see Appendix 

E). 

The poem closes the Antiphon sequence which has shown communal worship 

to be an essential aspect of spiritual life and growth. References to holy days 

and liturgical celebrations have been interspersed throughout the sequence and 

their significance stressed. In "Sunday", for example, this holy day is 

pictured as higher than the ordinary weekdays that "trail on ground" (58), but 

as the poetry moves beyond the Antiphon sequence the suggestion seems to be 

made that, . .- although significant, liturgical practice is not all that is needed. 

The Christian life is far more than church attendance and ritual practice; as the 

believer grows towards spiritual maturity it becomes increasingly evident that 

every day spent with Jesus is holy. After the Antiphon sequence there are no 

specific references to the liturgical cycle as John Bienz has shown but every 

day becomes a holy day, although Bienz, forgetting "Lent", argues that the 

transition comes after "Christmas" (5). As the believer matures, ordinary 

days become no different from holy days; increasingly, divinity penetrates 

every moment of human existence. 

The music which begins and ends the sequence informs much of its poetry 

and, as "Church-musick" intimates, this "sweetest of sweets" (1) 

characterises liturgical practice in the Church of England. As a symbol and 

embodiment of praise, music evokes a picture of communal worship, the 

setting the church, the participants all those who have entered by the blood of 

Christ. If the Altar sequence is the door into the church, the Antiphon 

sequence pictures the church in progress celebrating Morning and Evening 
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Prayer, Whitsunday, Trinity Sunday and every Sunday, its special feast days 

and fasts, in a cycle of worship and prayer. Humility and repentance 

characterise the rites and ceremonies recorded in The Book of Common Prayer 

and are seen in the poetry to be essential to the Christian life. The subjugation 

of the carnal nature to the spirit is similarly essential but possible only through 

determined reliance on the grace of God. 

The liturgical sequence at an end, the poetry embarks upon an exploration of 

all the other facets that make up the Christian life, the continued battle with the 

carnal nature, the lifestyle of repentance, the battle to subject the will to the 

will of God with all that that implies; eventually, the life of service and 

spiritual maturity; and ultimately, life after death seated in heavenly places 

with Christ Jesus. Yet the sequential arrangement of the poems suggests that, 

as there is no way into the church but via the cross, there is no growth towards 

holiness without involvement in and commitment to the liturgical and ritual 

life of the church. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE CARNAL CHRISTIAN 

" Unkindnesse" to " The Pulley" 

Whether Herbert died before completing the structural organisation of "The 

Church"we will never know, but at this point in the collection structures seem 

to break down, distinctive marker poems disappear and progress in the 

spiritual life seems to falter. After "The Pulley", however, there is a return to 

clearer structural features marking recognisable sequences and the believer's 

spiritual life blossoms into maturity. Perhaps Herbert planned the first half of 

the collection and the three final sequences and died before he could organise 

this central section. Or perhaps, at this point in the collection, he is 

deliberately violating the patterns and structures that he has been at pains to 

establish. 

Throughout the poetry Herbert uses form to mirror content, so perhaps here he 

is using formlessness to reinforce themes of confusion and lack of direction. 

This is certainly his method in "The Collar" where the speaker's turbulent 

emotions are mirrored in the disordered rhythm and haphazard rhyme. Yet 

when examined closely, patterns do appear in the poem, as it were, under the 

surface, and the speaker's disorder can been seen to be undergirded by a subtle 

yet firm structure that works finally to bring the believer back to faith and 

reverence. Just such an approach appears to be at work in the central sequence 

of "The Church", at first glance a formless confusion yet, it seems, 

undergirded by a definite strategy. 
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When the principles of layout evident in the Williams manuscript are applied 

to the whole collection, this section of the work can be seen to begin on a 

verso page and end on a recto. The clear sense of closure at the end of the 

Antiphon sequence and the strikingly different tone with which this section 

opens seem to herald a new sequence. Its content suggests that its central 

concern is the carnal Christian who, although a member of the church, is 

caught up in pride and wilfulness, at one moment yielding to God, in the next 

relapsing into sin and selfishness. This stage in the Christian experience is 

described in the Epistle to the Romans: 

We know that the law is spiritual: but I am carnal, sold under sin. For 
that which I do I allow not: for what I would, that do I not; but what I 
hate, that I do. . . . For I know that in me (that is, in my flesh,) dwelleth 
no good thing: for to will is present with me; but how to perform that 
which is good I find not. (7: 14-1 8) 

The carnal Christian is driven by emotions, habits, self-will and pride, wanting 

to do as she  pleases but also wanting to draw close to God. The believer has a 

great deal of theoretical knowledge about the spiritual life coupled with little 
. . 

personal experience and a focus that is largely upon the self rather than upon 

God. Wanting the blessings of inner peace and purity of heart, the believer 

struggles to know how to achieve them until the revelation comes that the 

blessings of God flow from obedience. The battle between the carnal nature 

and the spirit that has been touched upon in the Antiphon sequence is explored 

in depth in the Carnal sequence, this overlapping linking the sequences 

together to create a smooth transition from one to the next. 

The central poem of the sequence gives the clue to its structure and thematic 

focus. "The Bunch of Grapes", positioned midway through the sequence, 

compares the wanderings of the children of Israel in the wilderness with the 

circular progress of the believer who had thought everlasting joy was secure 

but is now suddenly thrown into despair and shame because of the actions of 

"some bad man" who, it appears, is himself: 
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Joy, I did lock thee up: but some bad man 
Hath let thee out again: 

And now, me thinks, I am where I began 
Sev'n yeares ago: one vogue and vein, 
One aire of thoughts usurps my brain. 

I did towards Canaan draw; but now I am 
Brought back to the Red sea, the sea of shame. (1-7) 

In just this way, a circular patterning seems loosely to organise the sequence, 

poems of joy and assurance encircled by poems of distress and confusion. An 

interesting feature of the sequence is the playfit1 form of many of the poems of 

assurance, symbolising the soul's childlike joy in its relationship with God. 

This notion of sacred play, which became an area of heated debate in the 

seventeenth century (see Marcus, "Politics of Playfulness"), informs many of 

the poems throughout The Temple but in the Carnal sequence becomes almost 

a feature of its organisation. The carnal Christian is seen to be striving to 

know God more intimately and to do his will yet is repeatedly caught up in the 

demands of sin and self-will. The disorder of the sequence represents the 

errant nature of the soul's experience as it moves haltingly towards God, is 

caught up in pride and wilfulness, repents and moves forward again. 

In The Living Temple, Stanley Fish makes some significant observations 

which, it seems to me, apply to this sequence rather than to The Temple as a 

whole as Fish argues. Fish notes the circular, unpredictable course of the 

believer's experience where awareness of sin leads to repentance which 

produces joy and thanksgiving but is only short lived as sin once again propels 

the believer into brokenness and repentance: 

What is predictable is that "the plateau of assurance" to which Martz 
believes the sequence rises is never achieved; or, if it seems for a 
moment to be achieved, the achievement is never sustained. . . . It is a 
rhythm that precludes closure and yet closure is what it invites by 
repeatedly holding out, and then defaulting on, the promise of stability 
and rest. (1 23-24) 

Although I can only disagree with Fish's assessment of the collection as a 

whole, considering that the final sequence of "The Church" does indeed rise 
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to a "plateau of assurance", this is nevertheless an excellent description of the 

Carnal sequence. The carnal Christian is every Christian, journeying from sin 

and selfishness to spiritual maturity, learning to submit to the will of God, 

making many mistakes but, with repentance as the key, receiving forgiveness 

and continuing the struggle until sin and self are finally conquered. However, 

it is not here within the sequence that resolution is achieved; the Carnal 

sequence records the ongoing struggle, the frustration, the seeming lack of 

progress which is every believer's experience. 

"Unkindnesse" opens the sequence with a picture of inadequacy and self- 

recrimination. Although generous and thoughtful to friends, the soul sees that 

it treats God more like an enemy: 

Yet can a friend what thou hast done fulfill? 
0 write in brasse, My God upon a tree 

His bloud did spill 
Onely to purchase my good-will. 

Yet use I not my foes, as I use Thee. (21-25) 

The poem is a meditation on friendship, the oft repeated "fiiend" and the 

refrain ending each stanza highlighting the last line where "foes" replaces 

"fiiend" in a shock of realisation. This minor epiphany lends an air of 

hopelessness to the poem: the soul has progressed far enough along the 

spiritual journey to recognise this flaw in its dealings with God but is at a loss 

to know how to change its behaviour other than to throw itself on the mercies 

of God. 

The introspection of "Unkindnesse" is followed by the melancholic self-focus 

of" Life", where the soul meditates on the brevity of life in a form that reflects 

the formal process of meditation. The poem begins with a statement of the 

subject of meditation, announces the purpose of the meditation (2-3), achieves 

understanding (7-12), and ends with a colloquy with the flowers in the 

Salesian tradition (Martz, Poetry of Meditation 58-59). The tone of sadness is 

achieved through the falling rhythms and the imagery of withered flowers, 
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death's sad taste and the mind that smells the "fatal1 day" (9). The persistent 

self-focus is clear with "I" and "my" dominating the poem, and this focus on 

the self is carried into the following poem, " Submission" where, although the 

believer wants to submit to God's will, the ego tends to get in the way. The 

believer's ambition is expressed here: 

Were it not better to bestow 
Some place and power on me? (5-6) 

The simple rhythm and rhyme scheme mirror the soul's response to these 

thoughts-a childlike trust that its future is safe in God's hands; yet the soul 

cannot maintain this position so vacillates between faith and doubt. These 

inconsistencies are brought together in "Justice [I]" : 

I cannot skill of these thy wayes. 
Lord, thou didst m'ake me, yet thou woundest me; 
Lord, thou dost wound me, yet thou dost relieve me: 
Lord, thou relievest, yet I die by thee: 
Lord, thou dost kill me, yet thou dost reprieve me. 

But when I mark my life and praise, 
Thy justice me most fitly payes: 

For, I do praise thee, yet I praise thee not: 
My prayers mean thee, yet my prayers stray: 
I would do well, yet sinne the hand hath got: 
My soul doth love thee, yet it loves delay. 

I cannot skill of these my wayes. 

The poem is a microcosm of the Carnal sequence, the circular patterning 

expressing the dilemma the carnal Christian faces in pursuing the Christian 

life. Carnality is the natural condition of humanity, dominated by passions 

and frailties, and preoccupied with external things. According to the Bible, 

spirituality cannot co-exist peacefully with carnality because it requires a 

completely opposite focus: 

They that are after the flesh do mind the things of the flesh; but they 
that are after the Spirit the things of the Spirit. F o r  to be carnally 
minded is death; but to be Spiritually minded is life and peace. 
(Romans 8 :5-6) 
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Hence the dilemma the Christian faces, desiring the spiritual life but 

repeatedly overpowered by the carnal nature. 

" Charrns and Knots" which follows presents an impersonal collection of pithy 

sayings as if the soul's experiences in "Justice [I]" have inspired it to seek out 

wisdom and it has found an assortment of proverbs without necessarily having 

learnt how to apply them. They are therefore not personally felt, have come at 

no cost, but are simply given mental assent. 

In the next poem, "Affliction [5]", the soul discovers that God uses suffering 

to overpower the carnal nature: "When we grew wanton, thou didst use 

displeasure / To make us thine" (9-10). After the self-recriminations and 

uncomfortable self-focus of the previous poems, a level of assurance is 

attained here as the speaker's faith grows to accommodate this revelation of 

the nature of suffering: 

There is but joy and grief; 
If either will convert us, we are thine: 
Some Angels us'd the first; if our relief 
Take up the second, then thy double line 

And sev'rall baits in either kinde 
Furnish thy table to thy minde. (1 3-1 8) 

That Herbert is a master of compression is evident in the quick movement in 

this stanza from the nativity to the Communion table. The image of the angels 

whose tidings of great joy announced the birth of Christ (Luke 2:lO) is 

followed by a fishing image achieved by "thy double line" and "sev'rall 

baits" to evoke Jesus' injunction to his disciples that he would make them 

fishers of men (Mark 1:17). Martz notes that "baits" is also used here in its 

old sense of food (303). Here, it is God who fishes to bring us to his table. 

However, the imagery positions us to be the food on God's table, yet we know 

that it is not we who are the food but Christ, and it is not God who eats us but 

we who eat him: 
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Then Jesus said unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Except ye eat 
the flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no life in you. 
Whoso eateth my flesh and drinketh my blood, hath eternal life; and I 
will raise him up at the last day. (John 653-54) 

Thus, the Communion image links the suffering of believers to Christ's 

suffering to reinforce the message of the Altar sequence, that believers must 

identify with Christ's death if they are to share in his resurrection. Hence, the 

imagery works to explain the new assurance the soul feels. 

"Affliction [5]" is the final poem in a series of five, linked by title, which are 

scattered throughout the first half of "The Church" to show the believer's 

different responses to affliction as slhe grows in the spiritual life. From this 

point .on, the experiences earlier termed " Affliction" are comprehended as the 

soul's " Dulnesse" , " Complaining" or " Longing" , or as " Discipline" or " The 

Crosse" to show the new attitudes that characterise the soul's developing 

spiritual maturity (Summers 87-88). 

"~ortification" follows "Affliction [5]" to demonstrate further insight into 

the nature of reality. The poem is patterned around the number six, the 

number of mankind according to Augustine, with six lines to each of its six 

stanzas (see Appendix E). The six stanzas represent the six stages of human 

life and show that at every stage of life death is present. Death is the hidden 

reality, ending the sixth line of each stanza and, in each stanza, linked by 

rhyme to "breath" to reinforce the death-in-life theme: 

How soon doth man decay! 
When clothes are taken fiom a chest of sweets 

To swaddle infants, whose young breath 
Scarce knows the way; 

Those clouts are little winding sheets, 
Which do consigne and send them unto death. (1-6) 

The title suggests not only the process of decay but that the carnal Christian 

may mortify the flesh by meditating on death and the transience of life, so that 

" all these dyings may be life in death" (36). Thus, the soul begins to discover 



L Myers 

how to overcome the carnality that has been holding it back from progressing 

in the spiritual life. 

In "Decay" the soul meditates on the steady withdrawal of God's presence 

from the earth as sin increasingly gains the upper hand: 

I see the world grows old, when as the heat 
Of thy great love, once spread, as in an urn 
Doth closet up it self, and still retreat, 
Cold Sinne still forcing it, till it return, 

And calling Justice, all things burn. (1 6-20) 

These meditations on the decay of the world, the judgement that is coming and 

the transience of life come to a climax in "Miserie" where the soul ponders, 

with increasing vehemence, the foolishness of human beings: 

Lord, let the angels praise thy name. 
Man is a foolish thing, a foolish thing, 

Folly and Sinne play all his game. 
His house still burns, and yet he still doth sing, 

Man is but grasse, 
He knows it, fill the glasse. (1-6) 

As images of mankind's excesses and pollutions are heaped one upon the next, 

the tone of disapproval rises to disgust until the climactic final line where the 

impersonal becomes emphatically personal: 

But s h e  hath fool'd him. Now he is 
A lump of flesh, without a foot or wing 

To raise him to a glimpse of blisse: 
A sick toss'd vessel, dashing on each thing; 

Nay, his own shelf: 
My God, I mean my self. (73-78) 

The six-line stanzas again suggest that the number is being used symbolically 

to represent mankind (see Appendix E). No longer able to generalise and to 

meditate objectively on the state of the world and mankind's behaviour, the 

soul comes to a moment of personal revelation where its own condition is laid 

bare and found wanting. 
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Thus, the level of assurance attained in "Affliction [5]" is flanked by self- 

recrimination and conviction of sin, the carnal Christian wandering in circles, 

beginning to grow in understanding but then being dashed to the ground by sin 

and foolishness. 

The climactic close of "Miserie" contrasts distinctly with the reasoned tone of 

the next poem, "Jordan [2]", where a theme broached in an earlier sequence is 

developed further. The poem echoes Sidney's " Astrophel and Stella" closely, 

particularly the closing line of the first sonnet: "Fool, said my Muse to me, 

look in thy heart and write," and the closing lines of Sonnet 90: 

For nothing fiom my wit or will doth flow, 
Since all my words thy beauty doth indite, 
And love doth hold my hand, and makes me write. (1 2- 14) 

The similarity to the close of Herbert's poem is striking: 

But while I bustled, I might heare a fiend 
Whisper, How wide is all this long pretence! 
There is in love a sweetnesse readie penn'd: 
Copie out onely that, and save expense. (1 5- 1 8) 

These and other echoes of the sonnet sequence work to convert secular to 

sacred, taking Sidney's revelation and adapting it for the- service of Christ. 

Herbert realises that the purpose of poetry is not to draw attention to the poet's 

wit, and sees, for shame, that this is the reality of his earlier verse: " So did I 

weave my self into the sense'' (14). Daniel Rubey notes that the two Jordan 

poems form a series "in which the speaker moves fiom an egoistic attempt to 

re-sanctify poetic language in the first poem to a repudiation of self and 

personal language in the second" (108). In the close of the first poem the 

focus is clearly on the poet: 

I envie no mans nightingale or spring; 
Nor let them punish me with losse of rime, 

Who plainly say, My God, My King. ("Jordan [I]" 13-1 5) 
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In the contrasting self-effacement at the close of" Jordan [2]", the frst person 

pronouns disappear and the fiiend, presumably Christ, speaks. Thus, 

intellectual pride is dealt a decisive blow and the seeds of humility begin to 

take root. 

However, the poem also intimates an unspoken dilemma in the mind of the 

poet as he theoretically rejects poetic embellishment for the plain style while 

still himself engaging in "quaint words", "trim invention" and "curling . . . 
metaphors" ( 3-5). The resolution of this dilemma in the Priesthood sequence 

conf i i s  the spiritual growth that has taken place and the illumination this has 

afforded. 

The poem that follows illustrates the discovery the soul has made in "Jordan 

121". "Prayer [2]" is a heartfelt prayer inspired by the speaker's love for God. 

It also serves to illustrate "Prayer [I]" which gave an objective description of 

prayer. Now, rather than meditating on the nature of prayer, the soul prays, 

pouring out . .. love and praise to its Lord: 

Of what an easie quick accesse, 
My blessed Lord, art thou! . . . 

Of what supreme almightie power 
Is thy great arm . . . 

Of what unmeasurable love, 
Art thou possest . . . (1-14) 

The tumbling fluency of the meter mirrors the ease with which the soul gains 

access to God through prayer, the development of the believer's relationship 

with God apparent. Previously, in "Deniall", self-focus hindered the believer 

from entering God's presence but now that the soul is learning humility, 

prayer is easy. No longer do thoughts stray and fears plague the mind; now 

the soul is totally absorbed in the beauty and generosity of God. 
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In the two poems that follow "Jordan [2]", Herbert demonstrates the twofold 

purpose of poetry: in "Prayer [2]" it is to praise God, in "Obedience" he 

shows that it is also to draw others towards Christ. "Obedience" uses legal 

imagery to enact the soul's commitment to God, the poem itself presented as 

an act of commitment which transfers legal title fiom the soul to God. The 

final stanzas invite the reader to make the same commitment, offering the 

poem as the legal document that will seal the contract: 

He that will passe his land, 
As I have mine, may set his hand 

And heart unto this Deed, when he hath read; 
And make the purchase spread 

To both our goods, if he to it will stand. 

How happie were my part, 
If some kinde man would thrust his heart 

Into these lines; till in heav'ns Court of Rolls 
They were by winged souls 

Entred for both, farre above their desert! (36-45) 

In this way, the poet has become obedient to God, not using his gift to draw 

attention to himself, but to glorify God and to draw others to Christ. 

In "Conscience", the soul commands its thoughts to come into subjection to 

Christ. Its legal position established and communication with God open and 

effective, the soul insists that negative, faithless thoughts be silenced. The title 

explains that the "pratler" is the conscience that would try to undermine faith 

by reminding the soul of its sins and imperfections. The poem is an 

expression of the assurance given in the Epistle to the Romans: 

There is therefore now no condemnation to them which are in Christ 
Jesus, who walk not after the flesh, but after the Spirit. (8: 1) 

Chapter 7 of Romans describes the battle between soul and spirit that the poem 

explores, and culminates in this assurance that the believer is covered by the 

blood of Christ so has ongoing forgiveness for sin as long as she  makes 

repentance a lifestyle. There is hence no room for condemnation or a bad 

conscience as the poem insists. 



The series of three poems, "Prayer [2]", " Obedience" and " Conscience", 

brings the sequence to another plateau of assurance, where the repentance 

expressed in the closing lines of " Miserie" has worked to develop humility in 

the believer. This has resulted in a new focus on Christ, fresh insight into 

spiritual truths and a new confidence in hislher ability to overcome carnality 

and to pursue the spiritual life. 

The Central Sequence 

The next three poems comprise a distinct sequence which lies at the exact 

centre of The Temple. 'boughout the collection multiple structures are in 

operation, the patterns of sequences within "The Church" set within the larger 

structure of the whole work. " The Church" itself is framed by "The Church- 

porch" and " The Church Militant", and this central position confirms it as the 

focal point of the collection. At the centre of " The Church", expressed in this 

small sequence, is the main organising image of the whole work. This 

complexity, where multiple structural patterns are superimposed one upon 

another, is so artfully achieved that it may go completely unnoticed by the 

casual reader; however, it is this which gives to the work its richness and 

depth. This structure, where the defining emblem is placed at the precise 

centre of the work, is similar to the structure of Spenser's "Epithalamion". In 

Spenser's poem, the central emblem of the bride at the altar is presented in the 

two central stanzas which are flanked on either side by a series of motifs of 

equal length (Rose 12). However, in The Temple, the central emblem provides 

the key to the work's structure as well as to its meaning. 

The first poem in the central sequence is "Sion" which makes an explicit 

statement of the parallel between the Old Testament temple and the believing 

heart, each in its time the setting for worship and the place of God's dwelling. 
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In the debate over the title of The Temple, the presence of this poem at the 

heart of the work is the most persuasive evidence that this is indeed Herbert's 

choice and not merely a name given by Nicholas F e r n  when he organised the 

publication of the first edition. In the poem, the beauty and glory of 

Solomon's temple is described as pleasing to God at first but eventually, 

"Something there was, that sow'd debate" (9) and God's presence left: 

Wherefore thou quitt'st thy ancient claim: 
And now thy Architecture meets with sinne; 
For all thy fiarne and fabrick is within. (1 1 - 12) 

"All thy fiame and fabrick is within" gives the clue to the structure of The 

Temple, a structure that has been internalised so may not be immediately 

apparent. In just this way, God now chooses to dwell in the repentant heart: 

There thou art stniggling with a peevish heart, 
Which sometimes crosseth thee, thou sometimes it: 

The fight is hard on either part. 
Great God doth fight, he doth submit. 

All Solomons sea of brasse and world of stone 
Is not so deare to thee as one good grone. (13-1 8) 

The "good grone" of repentance and self-denial is the key to God's continued 

presence in the heart. As well as defining the central concern of the overall 

work, " Sion" continues the account of the carnal Christian who is the place of 

God's dwelling even though sin and selfishness still remain in the "peevish 

heart". 

"Home" opens with the soul longing impatiently for the promised return of 

Christ: 

Come Lord, my head doth burn, my heart is sick, 
While thou dost ever, ever stay: 

Thy long deferrings wound me to the quick, 
My spirit gaspeth night and day. (1-4) 

In the chant-like refrain closing each stanza, the soul reasons that if Jesus is 

not coming back soon, it should join him in heaven: 



0 show thy self to me, 
Or take me up to thee! 

The repetition throughout the poem of "come" and "stay" anticipates the 

climactic final stanza where the rhyme requires " stay" but " come" is supplied 

instead. This ironic treatment encapsulates the dilemma the soul faces, 

longing to be with Christ. The soul argues that, as "the most of me to heav'n 

is fled" (68), there is no reason for it to stay on the earth any longer. Its home 

is not the earth now but heaven, where God is. Its carnal nature is evident in 

its self-focus and lack of responsibility for others. Now that its own 

relationship with God is sealed, it can only think of its own destiny and has not 

yet realised that the Christian life is a life of service to others. 

"The British Church" describes the supremacy of the Church of England, 

double-moated with the English Channel and with faith, its liturgical practice 

and institutions appropriately midway between the extremes of Roman 

Catholicism and Genevan Calvinism. The believer's love for the church is 

clear: "I joy, deare Mother, when I view / Thy perfect lineaments and hue / 

Both sweet and bright"(1-3), and the poem closes with thanksgiving to God 

for bestowing his grace so liberally upon the church. 

Thus, the three poems that comprise the central sequence of The Temple link, 

in a close association, the images of the Old Testament temple, the heart, 

heaven and the church. According to the Bible, all of these are places where 

God has chosen to dwell: heaven is where the Father is (Matthew 6:9), where 

the Son came &om and where he returned, physically, after his death and 

resurrection (John 1 : 1, Luke 245  1); the temple was God's dwelling place on 

earth before the time of Christ (2 Chronicles 6:2); the believing heart is where 

the Holy Spirit resides (Ephesians 3: 17); and the church is that collection of 

hearts, each infused with the Holy Spirit, that makes up the Body of Christ (1 

Corinthians 12:13). The supreme picture of God's dwelling place in the 

Scriptures is, however, the person of Christ, "For in him dwelleth all the 



fulness of the Godhead bodily" (Colossians 2:9), so that it is the believer's 

association with Christ that allows him or her to become, with Christ, a place 

of God's dwelling. Three, the number of the Trinity, dominates the larger 

tripartite structure of the collection as a whole and this central sequence of 

three poems, symbolically placing God at the centre and periphery of the 

work. The Temple is, then, concerned with the dwelling place of God, and the 

mystery recounted in the Bible and explored in The Temple is that God's 

dwelling place is each heart and the union of all those hearts that are submitted 

to Christ. 

The tone of assurance that has been rising through "The British Church" 

peaks with "The Quip" where everything with which the world can tempt the 

soul-beauty, money, pride and wit-is answered with a quotation from the 

Bible: "But thou shalt answer, Lord, for me" (Psalm 38: 15). The Prayer 

Book version of this psalm, a psalm of confession and repentance, says: 

For in thee, 0 Lord, have I put my trust: thou shalt answer for me, 0 
Lord my God. I have required that they, even mine enemies, should 
not triumph over me: for when my foot slipped, they rejoiced greatly 
against me. (1 5-1 6) 

Wengen-Shute notes Herbert's kinship with the psalmist who sees that his 

enemies, in the poem personifications of worldly ambition, are so much a part 

of himself that he cannot hope to silence them alone, but is confident in God's 

ability to do so (52). The wit and playfulness of "The Quip" reinforce the 

tone of happy confidence that has been developing in "The British Church" 

and here ripens into playful allegory. This association of spirituality and play 

that emerges here and there throughout The Temple reflects Herbert's belief in 

the sanctity of playfulness. In poems like " Jesu", "Love-joy" and "The 

Quip" he seems to make a game of Christianity as Robert Herrick was to do a 

few years later in His Noble Numbers (Marcus 1 18), and this playfulness often 
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informs those poems in the Carnal sequence that picture moments of assurance 

and peace. 

However, "Vanitie [2]" sees the soul fallen once again into self-recrimination 

at its foolishness in dabbling with worldly trifles. "Vanitie [I]" earlier 

denounced the vanity of worldly pursuits and here the "silly soul" has been 

delighting itself in earthly joys at the expense of spiritual pursuits. It seems 

that repentance comes immediately as the following poem, "The Dawning", 

urges the repentant heart to arise and awake, calling it to accept with joy the 

forgiveness Christ offers. The playfkil treatment of Christ's shroud as a 

handkerchief matches the happy tone of "Awake, awake" (9, "Arise, arise" 

(13) and leads into the play on words of the next poem, " Jesu". Here, a 

beautiful picture of Christ as saviour and comforter is presented in an emblem 

of the fragmented heart which is pieced together like a child's puzzle. A new 

level of assurance and happiness is thus achieved. 

In "Businesse" , the foolish soul "who sinn'd to day" (2) is playing instead of 

praying, neglecting repentance instead of throwing itself on the mercies of 

God. Stanley Fish notes the complacency and pride of the soul who does not 

feel sin strongly enough (1 2 1). Although some commentators have considered 

the poem uninteresting due to its simplicity and repetitive approach (see, for 

example, Diana Benet 36), when read in context its form reflects the soul's 

intellectual comprehension but its absence of emotional involvement (Seelig 

21). This is a theme Herbert develops throughout the Carnal sequence, the 

difference between knowledge and experience, and it is precisely this which 

causes the inconsistencies and instability in the carnal Christian. 

The soul's foolishness is confirmed in "Dialogue" where, although it does 

begin to pray, its prayer focuses on its own shortcomings and worthlessness. 

However, the progress that has been made in the spiritual life is evident in the 

two-way nature of the prayer; the soul has entered a new level of prayer where 

not only does it speak but God responds and, in fact, carries half the 
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conversation. The objective tone of the soul's reasoning is turned to sudden 

emotion as God turns the focus fiom the soul's self-chastisement to the 

suffering of Christ, eliciting from the soul a heart-wrenching cry: "Ah! no 

more: thou break'st my heart" (32). The poem encapsulates the soul's 

spiritual immaturity in its self-focus and lack of understanding, yet indicates 

that the relationship with God is developing. 

"Dullnesse" expresses the believer's discouragement: 

Why do I languish thus, drooping and dull, 
As if I were all earth? 

0 give me quicknesse, that I may with mirth 
Praise thee brim-full! (1 -4) 

The identification in this poem of the believer with the poet serves to suggest 

two things; firstly, that the poem is autobiographical, and more importantly, 

that there is common ground between the life of the soul and the work of the 

poet. The poet's praise to God takes the form of poems, and the inability to 

praise is equated with the inability to write. Thus, the theme of poetic 

invention that informs much of the poetry is broached once again. The poet 

sees that he is carnal, "lost in flesh" (21), and cries out to God for help. The 

ironic reference to romantic love poetry highlights the poet's impotence: 

The wanton lover in a curious strain 
Can praise his fairest fair; 

And with quaint metaphors her curled hair 
Curl o're again. (5-8) 

Yet the poet cannot break through his spiritual inertia to praise his God. 

"Love-joy" follows, an emblematic little drama celebrating, as Rodney 

Edgecombe notes, the soul's initiation into truth (14). The poem expresses the 

soul's revelation of Jesus as the source of all love and joy, realising that its 

own merits can never be great enough to bring contentment but that in Christ 

alone are joy and peace to be found. The affmity of the poem to " Jesu" is 

immediately apparent in its child-like playing with letters, each poem marking 



L Myers 

the new level of assurance the soul has gained after much spiritual dryness. 

However, the soul's moments of peace, though frequent, always seem 

impermanent. 

The tone of assurance that informs " Love-joy" flows through "Providence", a 

lengthy and detailed survey of the created universe with mankind at its crown. 

Like a psalm of praise, the poem explores the order and beauty of God's 

creation, each link in the Great Chain of Being contributing to the proper 

functioning and care of the whole. The poem is the antithesis of "Home" 

where the soul could see "nothing but drought and dean%" (49); here, God is 

praised for the beauty and harmony of the created world. Although the poem 

echoes "Man" in some respects, it does not celebrate the creation as does the 

former poem, but celebrates and extols the Creator whose wisdom and 

forethought have created such excellence. The beneficent care and 

government of God are praised, all creation pointing to the one who made and 

sustains it. John Mulder notes that this is the final poem on the visible world; 

from here on the poems are observations of inner experience (" The Temple as 

Picture" 8-9). Hence, the believer moves into an ever deepening awareness of 

the spiritual realities that underlie the physical realm and a deeper experience 

of the spiritual life. 

"Hope", like a riddle, explores the soul's impatience as it waits for the 

promises of God to be fulfilled. The poem turns on the use of emblematic 

language to carry on the exchange of gifts between the soul and Hope, and the 

soul's lack of understanding of this emblematic language. The watch, old 

book and vial that the soul gives are standard elements of the Vanitas, while 

Hope's gifts are similarly well known emblems: the anchor is a common 

emblem for hope, the telescope is used to bring heaven closer in Quarles' 

emblem books, and grain is a traditional emblem of the resurrection (Colie 

53). Colie explains that the soul's disappointment at receiving these gifts 

indicates that it has "entirely misunderstood the nature of 'hope', a condition, 

not a contract sealed by a ring" (53): 
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I gave to Hope a watch of mine: but he 
An anchor gave to me. 

Then an old prayer-book I did present: 
And he an optick sent. 

With that I gave a vial1 full of tears: 
But he a few green eares. 

Ah Loyterer! I'le no more, no more I'le bring: 
I did expect a ring. 

The soul's hstration and lack of understanding show that its immaturity and 

carnality are hindering its progress in the spiritual life. 

The ring image links the poem to " Sinnes round" to suggest that its frustration 

is one of the sins from which the soul now repents. The ring composition of 

" Sinnes round" shows how readily one sin may lead to another: each stanza 

begins by repeating the last line of the preceding stanza and the poem ends 

with a repetition of its beginning (Watson 355). The circular design of the 

poem also syrnbolises the continual repentance which is necessary if the soul 

is to keep its relationship with God intact, and pictures the carnal believer 

ensnared by sin with no evident means of escape. The soul's impatience with 

the persistence of its s W  nature and God's seeming tardiness in rescuing it 

from this predicament is brought to a head in "Time" where the soul argues 

with Time that it is too slow. The soul longs for the return of Christ to take it 

into eternity, wanting, as Time observes, not "lesse time, but more" (30). 

Seeing that its impatience and irritation hinder it from being truly grateful for 

the Lord's many blessings, the soul craves a thankful heart in 

" Gratefulnesse" . It asks for a heart that will be: 

Not thankfull, when it pleaseth me; 
As if thy blessings had spare dayes: 
But such a heart, whose pulse may be 

Thy praise. (29-32) 

Its groans and tears picture again the repentance that leads to restoration. 
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"Peace" presents the soul searching for peace, looking fruitlessly in all the 

places obvious to the natural, carnal mind until "a rev'rend good old man" 

(19), perhaps with a pun on "rev'rend", shows the way. Using the 

emblematic language of cave, flower, garden and wheat, the allegory teaches 

that peace can only be found in Christ. As in "Love unknown", the vitality of 

the poem is derived fiom its use of two contrasting speakers, and here the 

symmetrical pattern of question and answer forms the basic principle of 

construction (Summers, Religion and Art 175-76). The allusion to the 

Eucharist that Freeman observes (159) links daily liturgical practice to the 

growth of the believer's spiritual life. Thus, the soul's impatience and 

seemingly hopeless predisposition to sin frnd their remedy in the peace that 

Christ affords and the soul reaches another plateau of assurance. 

In "Confession", the soul not only confesses sin but pledges to keep its heart 

ever open before God. Yet in "Giddinesse" it plunges once again into 

exasperation at its instability and restlessness: 

Oh, what a thing is man! how farre fiom power, 
From setled peace and rest! 

He is some twentie sev'rall men at least 
Each sev'rall houre. (1 -4) 

Realising that it is helpless to control its intrinsic depravity and instability, the 

soul's only hope is to remain completely dependent on God for day to day 

forgiveness and cleansing: 

Lord, mend or rather make us: one creation 
Will not suffice our turn: 

Except thou make us dayly, we shall spurn 
Our own salvation. (25-28) 

"The Bunch of Grapes" pictures the believer moving towards the Promised 

Land but being brought back again to the sea of shame. As the central emblem 

informing the Carnal sequence, the poem encapsulates the experiences of the 

carnal Christian who cannot frnd rest but wanders through the cycle of sin- 

repentance-assurance-sin. Developing the comparison between the Israelites' 
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experiences and the soul's present dilemma, the speaker asks, "But where's 

the cluster? where's the taste / Of mine inheritance?' (19-20). Although the 

Israelites wandered in the desert for forty years before entering their 

inheritance, their spies had brought back a sample of the produce of Canaan so 

they were assured of the goodness of the land they would eventually inhabit: 

And they came unto the brook of Eshcol, and cut down from thence a 
branch with one cluster of grapes, and they bare it between two upon a 
staff. . . And they told him, and said, We came unto the land whither 
thou sentest us, and surely it floweth with milk and honey; and this is 
the fruit of it. (Numbers 13:23-28) 

The resolution of the poem, and of the soul's dilemma, comes in the typically 

Herbertian twist of the final stanza where the bunch of grapes is seen to be a 

type of Christ: 

But can he want the grape, who hath the wine? 
I have their fixit and more. 

Blessed be God, who prosper'd Noahs vine, 
And made it bring forth grapes good store. 
But much more him I must adore, 

Who of the Laws sowre juice sweet wine did make, 
Ev'n God himself being pressed for my sake. (22-28) 

The earnest of heaven is here in the shed blood of Christ. The bunch of grapes 

thus becomes a hieroglyph of the Christian's source of joy, "ever present if he 

will cease his murmurings" (Summers, Religion and Art 128). The taste of 

eternity and the joy it brings are experienced every time the soul receives 

forgiveness for sin and, also implied in the poem, every time it participates in 

the ritual of Holy Communion. Although the soul still battles with its own 

inconsistencies, a new level of assurance has been reached where the soul's 

focus is increasingly upon Christ and less frequently upon itself. 

The next poem, "Love unknown", gives a summary of the believer's progress 

thus far and shows a growing understanding of God's dealings with the carnal 

Christian. Rather than the agony of unanswered prayer, here the surprising 

consequences of God answering prayer are given (Wengen-Shute 88). 



Previously, the soul has asked God to tame, captivate and smooth it, and in 

this poem God does these things. The poem follows the emblematic tradition 

of representing the heart as undergoing various afflictions and purifications, 

the images explained and the moral enforced at the end as in the emblem 

books. Freeman suggests that "Love unknown" is the Schola Cordis in little, 

the school of the heart, where the heart undergoes torture, is swept, purified, 

refined and pressed, to make it fit for grace (166-67; see Appendix K). 

However, the imagery in "Love unknown" is much more complex than that of 

the emblem books. It includes in its rich interplay of images the eucharistic 

imagery of blood, board, wine and thorns that are threaded throughout "The 

Church". In the poem, the naive complainer pours out his tale " long and sad" 

(1) to a friend whose wisdom becomes increasingly evident as he explains 

what. seems incomprehensible to the narrator. The friend sees God's 

perspective and shows &at what seemed hard and bewildering have actually 

been the dealings of God to make the heart "new, tender, quick" (70). 

Summers describes "Love unknown" as "a triumph in tone", the garrulous 

complaint of the narrator contrasting the reasoned tone of the friend (76). The 

loquacious tone of the narrator is achieved by lines that are rhymed as 

quatrains but not organised into stanzas, the use of parenthetical phrases, and 

the use of enjambment that often causes sentences to end at the caesura 

(Summers, Religion and Art 176-78). These features produce a style that turns 

into something very like rhythmic prose: 

Deare Friend, sit down, the tale is long and sad: 
And in my faintings I presume your love 
Will more complie than help. A Lord I had, 
And have, of whom some grounds, which may improve, 
I hold for two lives, and both lives in me. 
To him I brought a dish of fixit one day, 
And in the middle plac'd my heart. But he 

(I sigh to say) 
Lookt on a servant, who did know his eye 
Better than you know me, or (which is one) 
Then I myself. The servant instantly 
Quitting the fixit, seiz'd on my heart alone, 
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And threw it in afont . . . (1-13) 

The fkiend's pithy responses and regular meter provide a striking contrast and 

bring the poem to a patterned close: 

The Font did onely, what was old, renew: 
The Cauldron suppled, what was grown too hard: 
The Thorns did quicken, what was grown too dull: 
All did but strive to mend, what you had marr'd. (64-67) 

Thus, the narrator learns to see spiritual reality behind external events. The 

poem closes in the confidence that all that befalls the soul is for its ultimate 

good as God uses every kind of affliction to overcome carnality and make his 

loved ones fit for the life of service. 

The following poem, "Mans medley", shows the internalisation of what the 

soul has learned in "Love unknown". The incongruous duality of the human 

condition is presented: the present life and the life hereafter, life on earth and 

in heaven, the spirit that "mounts and flies" (1 3) and the flesh that dies. The 

soul sees that "ev'n the greatest griefs 1 May be reliefs, 1 Could he but take 

them right" (3 1-33) and concludes by responding to the fiiend's insight given 

at the close of " Love unknown" : 

Happie is he, whose heart 
Hath found the art 

To turn his double pains to double praise. (34-36) 

A prayer of repentance follows in "The Storm" where tempestuous weather 

serves to convict the soul of sin, its "throbbing conscience spurred by 

remorse" (9). The soul's sighs and tears presented before God have the effect 

once again of purging the breast and sweetening the spirit, resulting in the 

calm assurance of "Paradise". Here the soul thanks God for the harsh 

treatment it complained of in "Love unknown". No longer bewildered by 

God's dealings with it, the soul welcomes the pruning of God in a poem whose 

playful form mirrors that pruning (Todd 171), playfulness once again 

characterising the believer's new level of assurance. 
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"The Method" shows the soul once more perplexed by unanswered prayer yet 

able now to reason with itself and find the explanation for God's silence. The 

soul is convinced that God can respond and that he wants to respond: 

Thy Father could 
Quickly effect, what thou dost move; 
For he is Power: and sure he would; 

For he is Love. (5-8) 

Realising that the problem lies not with God but with its own carnality, the 

soul examines its behaviour and finds carelessness and wilful disobedience. 

Understanding now the method of prayer, it repents knowing that God will 

respond: 

Seek pardon first;and God will say, 
Glad heart rejoyce. (3 1-32) 

However, the progress the soul has made in understanding the ways of God 

has its own pitfalls of which the next poem, " Divinitie", warns. The tendency 
. - 

of the carnal nature is to intellectualise rather than to act: "Reason triumphs, 

and faith lies by" (8). In contrast, the soul sees that the Christian life requires 

practical activity: "Love God, and love your neighbour. Watch and pray. / 

Do as ye would be done unto" (17-18). The soul sees that it is faith and 

obedience that are needed, not intellectual abstraction: 

Then burn thy Epicycles, foolish man; 
Break all thy spheres, and save thy head. 

Faith needs no staffe of flesh, but stoutly can 
To heav'n alone both go, and leade. (25-28) 

The poem develops Paul's instructions to Timothy to avoid "fables and 

endless genealogies, which minister questions, rather than .godly edifying 

which is in faith", the product of carnal minds that are "ever learning, and 

never able to come to the knowledge of the truth'' (1 Timothy 1 :4; 2 Timothy 

3:7). 
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In "Ephes. 4. 30. Grieve not the Holy Spirit, etc" the soul sees that God is 

grieved by the actions of the carnal nature and joins with him in weeping over 

its continual tendency to sin. The poem's title is taken from the Book of 

Ephesians where the contrast between the carnal nature-"the old man"-and 

the spiritual life-"the new man"-is defined: 

Put off concerning the former conversation the old man, which is 
corrupt according to the deceitfbl lusts; and be renewed in the spirit of 
your mind . . . put on the new man, which after God is created in 
righteousness and true holiness. Wherefore putting away lying, speak 
every man truth with his neighbour . . . Be ye angry, and sin not . . . 
Neither give place to the devil. Let him that stole steal no more . . . Let 
no corrupt communication proceed from your mouth . . . And grieve 
not the holy Spirit of God, whereby ye are sealed unto the day of 
redemption. (4:22-30) 

The poem's opening is unique in The Temple. The first word, "And", serves 

to link the poem to the Scripture text as if Herbert's spontaneous cry, "And art 

thou grieved", is his response to the revelation he has experienced in reading 

the text. The three questions of the first stanza with their insistent repetition of 

"grieved"- develop the tone of astonishment with which the poem opens 

(Bloch 33). The repetition of" weep", "cry", "tears" and "wail" that follows 

mirrors the soul's conviction that its only recourse is to remain in a constant 

state of repentance. 

"The Familie" which follows "Ephes. 4. 30" pictures the heart that has put 

off carnality, and is indwelt by peace, silence and humble obedience. Once 

again, the heart that has been washed in the blood of Christ and that lives in 

obedience to him is God's house, his dwelling place. Yet the picture here is 

not of perfection attained; it is a vision of what the soul pursues as it attempts 

to overcome its carnal inclinations. "The Familie" shows that both joy and 

grief live in the surrendered heart, and this is explained in "The Size" where 

the soul is admonished to temper joy with self-denial. The title links the poem 

to "The Rose", a poem placed towards the end of "The Church", that gives a 

picture of spiritual maturity: 
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Presse me not to take more pleasure 
In this world of sugred lies, 

And to use a larger measure 
Than my strict, yet welcome size. (" The Rose" 1-4) 

Thus, "The Size" holds a promise of spiritual maturity, the soul growing in 

understanding and learning to keep the carnal nature in check. The poem 

shows that in heaven unqualified joy will be the soul's portion but in this life 

repentance and self-discipline must modify joy. The carnal nature's pursuit of 

pleasure is addressed and exposed as dangerous to the spiritual life: 

Thy Saviour sentenc'd joy, 
And in the flesh condemn'd it as unfit, 
At least in lump: for such doth oft destroy; 

Whereas a bit 
Doth tice us on to hopes of more, 
And for the present health restore. (25-30) 

In "Artillerie", the following poem, the soul meets with a dilemma and rather 

than trying to rationalise it, immediately turns to God for insight. This shows 

significant growth in the spiritual life. The shooting star accuses the soul of 

disobedience: 

Do as thou usest, disobey, 
Expel1 good motions from thy breast, 
Which have the face of fire, but end in rest. (6-8) 

Turning to God, the soul ponders the accusation: 

. . . If I refuse, 
Dread Lord, said I, so oft my good; 
Then I refuse not ev'n with bloud 
To wash away my stubborn thought: 

For I will do or suffer what I ought. (12-1 6) 

This revelation of the extent of its own self-will is followed by the soul's 

argument that its tears and prayers act to counter disobedience as God has 

promised that he will forgive. The poem pictures God shooting down the fires 

of conviction and the soul shooting up prayers of repentance, the battle joined 

although God has already won as the soul already fully belongs to him. 



In " Church-rents and schismes", the church is pictured as the rose of Sharon, 

the traditional interpretation of the opening image of the Song of Solomon's 

second chapter: 

I am the rose of Sharon, 
And the lily of the valleys. 

As the lily among thorns, 
So is my love among the daughters. 

As the apple tree among the trees of the wood, 
So is my beloved among the sons. (2: 1-3) 

The biblical context shows the church to be Christ's beloved, his bride, as 

beautiful as a lily among thorns (2:2). However, in the poem the church is 

ruined by "debates and fretting jealousies" (1 6)  and has been fragmented and 

trampled, her glorious beauty marred and her health broken: 

Brave rose, (alas!) where art thou? in the chair 
Where thou didst lately so triumph and shine 
A worm doth sit, whose many feet and hair 
Are the more foul, the more thou wert divine. 
This, this hath done it, this did bite the root 
And bottome of the leaves: which when the winde 
Did once perceive, it blew them under foot, 
Where rude unhallow'd steps do crush and grinde 

Their beauteous glories. Only shreds of thee, 
And those all bitten, in thy chair I see. (1-1 0) 

The contrast to the picture of the church in "The British Church" is notable. 

There the beauty and aptness of the Church of England's liturgy were 

celebrated; here, the loss of the purity and solidarity that characterised the 

early church is lamented. The growth of the believer is evident, now able to 

see beyond the Church of England to the universal church which, although 

broken into its "sev'rall parts', (21), yet comprises the Body of Christ. 

With the following poem, "Justice [2]", another level of assurance is reached. 

The condemnation of the past is gone, the "fiight and terrour" (1) at the 

penalty for sin, for now Christ's blood has met all the demands of justice. The 

poem works on two levels, both individually in the life of the believer and 
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historically in the life of the people of God, once under Old Testament law but 

now under grace. The position of this poem after "Church-rents and 

schismes" suggests that although the church has lost her former glory she is 

under grace and therefore will not be judged but restored. 

"The Pilgrimage" which follows is an allegory of the spiritual life where the 

soul journeys to its goal, past desperation, pride, fancy, care and passion until 

it arrives at what it thinks is its destination. Martz calls this a companion 

poem to "Peace", "The Pilgrimage" taking up the allegorical journey where 

"Peace" leaves off (Poetry of Meditation 304). The poem pictures the soul 

coming to Christ only to realise that the goal of complete union with him is 

still afar off. The final stanza makes clear that the goal is only filly realised 

after death, but the soul journeys on sure that "after so foul a journey" (35) 

death will simply be the vehicle to carry it into the presence of God. The 

soul's arrival at its destination is pictured in "Love 131" at the end of "The 

Church", but here in the Carnal sequence the soul is still journeying towards 

that haven. The context of the poem suggests that this theme may also be 

applied to the church as a whole whose condition in "Church-rents and 

schismes" is similar to the lake of brackish water the pilgrim fmds but, 

although its present condition is poor, the church will be glorious in the life to 

come. 

In "The Pilgrimage", the soul is actively overcoming sin in,order to press on 

in the spiritual life. The next poem, "The Holdfast", shows the soul's other 

enemy, self. The sonnet opens with a clear focus on the self: "I threatned" 

(I), "I trust" (5) and "I confesse" (8). The soul is determined to hold onto 

some area of personal responsibility, not realising that human effort is an 

obstacle to grace (Veith, Reformation Spirituality 145-6). The soul is 

astonished to discover that all self-effort and self-will must be laid aside as 

Christ has done everything that is necessary and complete dependence on him 

is all that is required: 
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. . . I stood amaz'd at this, 
Much troubled, till I heard a friend expresse, 

That all things were more ours by being his. 
What Adam had, and forfeited for all, 
Christ keepeth now, who cannot fail or fall. (1 0- 14) 

The movement from "The Pilgrimage" to "The Holdfast" thus presents the 

Christian life as a dichotomy of activity and passivity: the soul active in 

striving against sin but passive in relinquishing its will in total dependence 

upon God. "None goes that way / And lives" in "The Pilgrimage" (33-4) 

may also refer to the necessary death of the self-will that is such a revelation to 

the soul in " The Holdfast" . 

"Complaining" follows with the soul in distress as it responds to the 

revelation of its own foolishness: 

Thou art the Lord of glorie; 
The deed and storie 

Are both thy due: but I a silly flie, 
That live or die 
According as the weather falls. (6-1 0) 

The soul complains that its only portion in this life seems to be continual 

repentanc%i3 "Have I no parts but those of grief?" (15) and begs for relief. In 

"The Discharge" the soul is urged to stop worrying about the future, as it 

belongs to God, and to live in the present moment: 

Either grief will not come: or if it must, 
Do not forecast. 

And while it cometh, it is almost past. 
Away distrust: 
My God hath prornis'd; he is just. (5 1-55) 

Both poems are answered in "Praise [2]", a poem reminiscent of Psalm 1 16 in 

its motifs as well as in the "persistent parallelism of the phrasing" (Martz, 

Poetry of Meditation 280). The poem shows how the present moment is to be 

lived, not always in repentance but in praise to God. The calm assurance at 

the close of "The Discharge" burgeons into a song of praise whose music and 

joyful tone express the peace the soul has found. 
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"Praise [2]" is the second in a series of three poems, linked by title and 

scattered throughout the collection. In the first "Praise" poem the soul found 

that it could not praise God adequately and asked to be given the ability to 

praise him more fully. Here, that prayer has been answered, the generalities 

about mankind and the poor replaced now by "thou" and "I", God and the 

soul (Wengen-Shute 138). The k t r a t ion  of "Praise [I]" is gone and the soul 

rejoices at the goodness and mercy of God. In the Antiphon sequence the soul 

celebrated Sunday as the day set apart for worship but now sees every day as a 

day of praise demonstrating the growth in the spiritual life that has taken 

place: 

Sev'n whole dayes, not one in seven, 
I will praise thee. (1 7- 1 8) 

Seven whole days, all day every day, the soul will praise God, this theme 

reinforced by the organisation of the poem into seven stanzas, every second 

line having seven syllables, one for each day of the week, 

Out of praise flows the desire to bring an offering to God and the next poem, 

"An Offering", shows that the only gift the soul can bring is its heart. 

However, unless the heart is pure it will not be acceptable. Although the 

carnal heart is rank with lusts and passions, Christ has provided the 

wherewithal to cleanse and purify it: 

There is a balsome, or indeed a bloud, 
Dropping from heav'n, which doth both cleanse and close 
All sorts of wounds; of such strange force it is. 
Seek out this All-heal and seek no repose, 
Until1 thou fmde and use it to thy good: 
Then bring thy gift. (1 9-24) 

The second part of the poem is a song of praise in three stanzas, the number 

three associating the Trinity with music as is so often the case in The Temple 

(see, for example, " Easter", "Antiphon [I]", " Church-musick" ). . The song 
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continues the praise of the previous poem indicating that, to be acceptable, 

praise must come from a heart that has been cleansed by the blood of Jesus. 

With "Longing" there is a return to anguish and fkustration in what Diana 

Benet considers one of the most powerful poems in The Temple (55). The 

poem pictures the soul once more crying out to God and struggling to rise yet 

overcome with pain and grief. Benet notes the fragmentation of the speaker 

into eyes, knees, bones, throat, heart to mirror its feeling of disintegration and 

utter distress (55-57). The raw emotion comes as a shock after the joyful 

melody of the previous poems, mirroring the shock the soul feels at being 

plunged once again into despair. Martz notes that the poem is paired with 

"The Bag" which follows, the speaker crying out to God in "Longing" and 

receiving God's answer in "The Bag" (Poetry of Meditation 300): 

Away despair! my gracious Lord doth heare. 
Though windes and waves assault my keel, 
He doth preserve it: he doth steer, 
Ev'n when the boat seems most to reel. (" The Bag" 1-4) 

"The Bag" shows a new level of assurance in the believer's life, now assured 

of God's love and grace even in the midst of despair. Absolute faith is 

expressed in the startling image of Christ's wound as the bag in which he will 

carry requests heavenward, and the soul is convinced that Jesus will provide 

the solution to every need. Martz notes the similarity of the verse forms in 

" The Bag" and "Longing", both poems written in six-line stanzas with the 

rhyme scheme ababcc, but the irregular line lengths of "Longing" contrast 

with the firm and formal arrangement of "The Bag" (Poetry of Meditation 

301). The poems are thus tied closely together to emphasise the theme of faith 

in the midst of despair. The seven stanzas of "The Bag", the perfect number 

according to Augustine, imply the perfection of Christ's sacrifice, its total and 

everlasting efficacy (see Appendix E). 
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"The Jews" follows, an expression of the believer's compassion for the 

Jewish race who are not able to partake of the grace of God which is so readily 

available to the church: 

Poore nation, whose sweet sap and juice 
Our cyens have purloin'd, and left you drie: 
Whose streams we got by the Apostles sluce, 
And use in baptisme, while ye pine and die: 
Who by not keeping once, became a debter; 

And now by keeping lose the letter. (1-6) 

The faith of "The Bag" enables the soul to take its focus from itself and to 

pray for others but unfortunately this generosity of heart does not last long 

and, in the following poem, the soul once more plunges into self-pity. 

"The Collar" demonstrates the spiritual immaturity that still characterises the 

believer's life, yet the relationship with God is intimate. It is God who 

initiates prayer and the soul's immediate response is one of submission and 

acquiescence. The seemingly haphazard verse form gives dramatic force to 

the soul's turbulent emotions, although within the apparently disordered state 

all the elements of order are present (Reeves 30). No line is unrhymed but the 

rhyme is haphazard, and every line has from two to five metrical feet. This 

order within seeming disorder extends also to the imagery of the poem, the 

soul's sub-conscious use of the Communion imagery of thorn, blood, wine and 

grain demonstrating how fully it belongs to God even in the heat of its wildest 

complaints. Martz notes the irony latent in the worldly perversion of these 

eucharistic images and the tone of self-ridicule this generates (Poetry of 

Meditation 303). As the raving grows "more fierce and wilde", God comes 

and with one simple yet significant word, "Child!", the tension is broken and 

order is restored to the rhyme scheme, the meter and the relationship between 

the soul and God. The ambiguity of the word "Child" gives insight into this 

relationship, implying not only the soul's inferiority and submission but also 

the childishness and foolishness of its behaviour. 
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In the introduction to his collection of Herbert's poetry, R. S. Thomas makes 

the following observation: 

Yeats said that out of his quarrel with others a man makes rhetoric, but 
out of his quarrel with himself poetry. Herbert surely had no quarrel 
with others. What he had was an argument, not with others, nor with 
himself primarily, but with God; and God always won. (1 1) 

This "winning" of God does not, however, imply the soul's loss because its 

ultimate goal is to learn to submit its will to God. The colloquial directness of 

the soul's complaints in "The Collar" indicates the intimacy and assurance the 

soul feels in its relationship with God. The soul knows that its relationship 

with God is secure and is learning to cope with affliction, yet the self-will still 

resists the discipline of self-denial required by the Christian life. 

The next poem, "The d1impse", shows something of the petulant tone of 

"The Collar", the soul still looking for pleasure and delight. In both poems 

the soul laments the passing of earthly pleasures and in "Assurance" 

entertains the "spitefull bitter thought" (1) that all is not so well with its 

relationship with God as it had thought. Quickly rejecting this thought and 

suing to God for help in overcoming such faithlessness, the soul finds faith 

and strength once more. 

Another plateau of assurance is achieved in the following three poems. "The 

Call" is a celebration of the soul's relationship with God, the believer both 

responding to God's call in ' m e  Collar" and calling out to God to draw nigh. 

In "Clasping of hands" the repetition of "mine" and "thine" and the 

interlocking two-part rhyme scheme express the mutual love and trust between 

God and the soul (Stanwood, "Time and Liturgy" 23). The soul's response, 

both to God's presence and to the steadfastness of their relationship, is to 

praise him. "Praise [3]", the final poem in the scattered Praise sequence, 

expresses the soul's adoration and love for its Lord. Each stanza ends with 

"more" as in "Praise [I]" but here instead of expressing its inadequacies, the 
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soul engages in vigorous praise with a continual desire to praise God more and 

more: 

Lord, I will mean and speak thy praise, 
Thy praise alone. 

My busy heart shall spin it all my dayes: 
And when it stops for want of store, 

Then will I wring it with a sigh or grone, 
That thou mayst yet have more. (1 -6) 

The restrained imagery of the first stanza gradually burgeons into an 

extravagance reminiscent of Crashaw to mirror the soul's desire for an ever 

increasing ability to praise its God: 

But after thou hadst slipt a drop 
From thy right eye, 

(Which there did hang like streamers neare the top 
Of some f& church, to show the sore 

And bloudie battell which thou once didst trie) 
The glasse was full and more. (3 1-36) 

In the sonnet that follows, " Josephs coat", the soul has learned to praise God in 

the midst of distress, able to rejoice in its relationship with God even when the 

affairs of this life are causing it pain: 

Wounded I sing, tormented I indite, 
Thrown down I fall into a bed, and rest: 
Sorrow hath chang'd its note: such is his will, 
Who changeth all things, as him pleaseth best. (1-4) 

The soul has learned that it is the will of God that it rejoice even in suffering, 

anguish having been covered over by "one of Joyes coats" (1 I), the coat of 

many colours that Jacob gave to Joseph as an expression of his love for his son 

(Genesis 37:3). The soul rejoices not in its earthly circumstances but in the 

never changing love of God and the sure ties that bind them together. 

The final poem in the Carnal sequence, "The Pulley", justifies God's use of 

d i c t ion  to draw mankind to him (Strier 44). The story of Pandora is combined 

with Thomas a Kernpis's admonitions in The Imitation of Christ to rest in God 



(173-74). Having bestowed on mankind the world's riches, strength, beauty, 

wisdom, honour and pleasure, "God made a stay, 1 Perceiving that alone of all 

his treasure 1 Rest in the bottome lay" (8-10). Here, the relationship between joy 

and suffering that has been explored in the previous poem is related to the larger 

design of God's dealings with mankind. Of all the blessings bestowed upon 

mankind, God withholds only rest: 

For if I should (said he) 
Bestow this jewel1 also on my creature, 
He would adore my gifts in stead of me, 
And rest in Nature, not the God of Nature: 

So both should losers be. (1 1-1 5) 

God's desire is for mankind to enjoy a relationship with him, and in wooing 

each soul to himself he hopes that, "If goodnesse leade him not, yet wearinesse / 

May tosse him to my . breast" (19-20). The echo here of Augustine's 

Confessions is unmistakable: 

You awaken us to delight in Your praise, for You have made us for 
Yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in You. . . . so that out 
of our weariness our souls may arise towards You. (1 1,98) 

The Carnal sequence thus closes on a note of restlessness. The soul delights in 

the God who created it yet is often thrown into despair at the realisation of its 

own sin and selfishness and the suffering that comes so often to afflict it. This 

restlessness is symbolised also in the sequence's central poem, "The Bunch of 

Grapes", where the soul is pictured wandering in the desert of its carnality. A 

faint sense of responsibility to others begins to emerge towards the end of the 

sequence, for example in "Praise [3]" where the soul longs to convert some 

other hearts so that there might be more praise going up to God, but the 

inclination to service is faint. The main focus throughout the sequence remains 

firmly inward, the soul pondering its needs and desires, its intermittent pain, its 

relationship to God, but seldom considering that the Christian life is more than 

this. In the sequence that follows a new step is made in the spiritual life, the call 

to service, and it is through making and fulfilling this commitment to God that 
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the soul's inconsistent spiritual life eventually ripens into the stability of spiritual 

maturity. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

PRIESTHOOD 

" The Priesthood" to " Aaron" 

The focus of the poetry shifts slightly with "The Priesthood" where, although 

still painfully aware of its shortcomings and inadequacies, the soul begins to 

consider the life of service. Throughout The Temple serving God has a 

twofold focus: firstly, as priest, and also as poet. This is made clear at the 

beginning of the collection where the purpose of writing verse is to reach those 

who may not respond to a sermon ("The Church-porch" 5), and throughout 

the poetry it is argued that the work of the poet is to glorifl God (for example, 

the "Jordan" poems, "The Temper [I]", "Praise [I]", "The Quidditie"). 

This is the theme of one of the sub-sequences of the Antiphon sequence and 

emerges once again in the Priesthood sequence. The strongly autobiographical 

element in this sequence indicates that Herbert explores here his own vocation 

as priest and poet and frnds both of these functions to be expressions of his 

service to God. 

Although none of the poems in the Priesthood sequence appear in the 

Williams manuscript, the principles of layout evident there, when applied to - 
this series of seventeen poems, confirm the integrity of the sequence and the 

relationships between poems as the diagram below demonstrates (see Figure 

7). The opening poem, "The Priesthood", extends over two facing pages and 

the sequence closes with "Aaron", thematically linked to "The Priesthood" 
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and also extending over two facing pages. Thus, the sequence begins on a 

verso page and ends on the recto. 

verso recto 

Figure 7. The Priesthood sequence. 

" The Priesthood" 

" The Search" 

" The Search" (cont) 

" Grief' 

"The Crosse" (cont) 

" The Flower" (cont) 

" Dotage" 

" A true Hymne" 

"A Dialogue-Antheme" 

" Self-condemnation" 

" Bitter-sweet" 

"The Glance" (cont) 

" The 23 d Psalrne" (cont) 

" Aaron" 

Martz describes the speaker of "The Priesthood" as "standing on the 

threshold of ordination", desiring the ofice of priest but "hesitating, in view 

of the responsibility which forms the centre of his ofice" (Poetry of 

Meditation 316). The holiness of the office starkly contrasts with the 

speaker's " foul and brittle" nature: 

" The Priesthood" (cont) 

"The Search" (cont) 

" The Search" (cont) 

" The Crosse" 

"The Flower" 

" The Flower" (cont) 

" The Some" 

" The Answer" 

" The Water-course" 

" Self-condemnation" (cont) 

" The Glance" 

" The 23d Psalme" 

" Marie Magdalene" 

" Aaron" (cont) 
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Blest Order, which in power dost so excell, 
That with th' one hand thou liftest to the sky, 
And with the other throwest down to hell 
In thy just censures; fain would I draw nigh, 
Fain put thee on, exchanging my lay-sword 

For that of th' holy Word. 

But thou art fire, sacred and hallow'd fire; 
And I but earth and clay: should I presume 
To wear thy habit, the severe attire 
My slender compositions might consume. 
I am both foul and brittle; much unfit 

To deal in holy Writ. (1-12) 

"Slender compositions" (10) identifies the work of the poet with the 

priesthood to suggest that the speaker wants to serve God both as poet and as 

priest. Although the speaker is unfit for office, the mood is not one of despair 

or futility. Rather, the speaker rests in the knowledge that God's practice is to 

take the lowliest things and fashion them into vessels of honour: 

Onely, since God doth often vessels make 
Of lowly matter for high uses meet, 

I throw me at his feet. (34-36) 

This tone of assurance characterises the sequence. The instability of the 

Carnal poems is over and the speaker's confidence in God outweighs his sense 

of unworthiness. The desire to serve as priest is present but, knowing his 

tendency to pride, the speaker is reluctant to push his way into the priesthood, 

preferring to wait on God to open the door to ministry. The reference to the 

biblical story of Uzzah explains his hesitation. In 2 Samuel 6 the Ark is being 

transported to Jerusalem but the people are unaware of God's instructions 

concerning its transportation. Consequently, when Uzzah steadies the Ark he 

violates God's decree and dies before the Lord: 

When they came to Nachon's threshingfloor, Uzzah put forth his hand 
to the ark of God, and took hold of it; for the oxen shook it. And the 
anger of the Lord was kindled against Uzzah; and God smote him 
there for his error; and there he died by the ark of God. (6-7) 
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To avoid presumption and irreverence, the speaker is determined to wait for 

God's clear call, sure that it will come: 

There will I lie, until my Maker seek 
For some mean stuffe whereon to show his skill: 
Then is my time. (37-39) 

"The Search" which follows reveals the speaker waiting on God to confirm 

his desire for ministry. Read out of context, the poem seems a repetition of 

those Carnal poems that bewail God's absence, sin causing the soul to lose its 

awareness of God's presence. However, when read in context the poem can be 

seen to be an account of the consequences the speaker faces having determined 

to wait on God's call before embarking on ministry. The thrice repeated "thy 

will" explains the title: the speaker searches for confirmation that his desire 

for ministry is the will of God. As God does not respond immediately, the 

speaker wrestles with the possibility that this may not be God's will for him at 

all. 

In " Grief' the speaker's distress intensifies at the growing possibility that his 

desire for ministry will not be fulfilled, that this is not God's plan for him. His 

expectation in "The Priesthood" was to hear from God concerning the 

ministry, and to be transformed by divine power into a vessel fit for service. 

However, neither of these things occurs and prolonged waiting causes him to 

despair. The poem reads like a sonnet gone wrong, as if the extent of the 

speaker's grief overflows and breaks out of the sonnet form, causing structure 

and eventually rhyme and meter to break down (Edgecombe 175): 

Verses, ye are too fine a thing, too wise 
For my rough sorrows: cease, be durnbe and mute, 
Give up yow feet and running to mine eyes, 
And keep your measures for some lovers lute, 
Whose grief allows him musick and a ryme: 
For mine excludes both measure, tune, and time. 

Alas, my God! (13-1 9) 

As in "The Priesthood", attention is drawn here to the work of the poet and it 

is seen to be wholly inadequate. 



L Myers 

Interestingly, the call to ministry seems to come between poems so that, as 

"The Crosse" unfolds, the reader discovers that now a new and more poignant 

grief assaults the speaker: 

What is this strange and uncouth thing? 
To make me sigh, and seek, and faint, and die, 
Until1 I had some place, where I might sing, 

And serve thee; and not onely I, 
But all my wealth and familie might combine 
To set thy honour up, as our designe. (1-6) 

This "strange and uncouth thing" is the dilemma in which the speaker now 

finds himself: the call to service having finally come, he is unable to fulfil it. 

Throughout "The Search" and " Grief' the speaker is seen to " sigh, and seek, 

and faint, and die", longing for the opportunity to enter the priesthood. 

Finally, God responds but the priest is no sooner launched into service than the 

ability to serve is taken away through ill health: 

And then when after much delay, 
Much wrastling, many a combate, this deare end, 
So much desir'd, is giv'n, to take away 

My power to serve thee; to unbend 
All my abilities, my designes confound, 
And lay my threatnings bleeding on the ground. 

One ague dwelleth in my bones, 
Another in my soul (the memorie 
What I would do for thee, if once my grones 

Could be allow'd for harmonie): 
I am in all a weak disabled thing, 
Save in the sight thereof, where strength doth sting. (7-1 8) 

Although Amy Charles considers this poem to refer to Herbert's involvement 

with the rebuilding of the church at Leighton Bromswold, a project that was 

delayed for several years due to lack of knds (Life 127), the poem clearly 

refers to ill health as the cause of the speaker's inability to function as priest: 

"One ague dwelleth in my bones" (13). Plagued by ill health, the priest is 

tortured by the dreams and plans of "what I would do for thee" (15). Weak 

and disabled, the only strength left is the strength of the vision of effective 

service which stings him as it cannot now be fblfilled. 
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Having bestowed the priestly vocation upon his servant, God allows ill health 

to rob him of the ability to fulfil it. Thus, the desire to serve God is thwarted 

by the very one the priest aims to serve, and these contradictions confuse and 

crush him: 

Ah my deare Father, ease my smart! 
These contrarieties crush me: these crosse actions 
Doe winde a rope about, and cut my heart. (3 1-33) 

The speaker's inward focus is repeatedly revealed through the use of first 

person pronouns: my power, my abilities, my designs, my threatn'ings, my 

bones, my soul, my groans, my will, my hopes, my aim. However, the poem 

ends with "Thy will be done", the words of Christ as he prepared to go to the 

cross: 

Oh my Father, if h i s  cup may not pass away from me, except I drink 
it, thy will be done. (Matthew 26:42) 

The title of the poem underscores the message here: the life of service is not 

one of self-fulfilment or self-realisation, but self-denial and submission to the 

will of God. The priest learns to accept even affliction, to lay down his own 

plans and dreams, to give up any notion of doing something for God ("what I 

would do for thee"), and to take up the cross and follow Christ. The poem's 

closing lines suggest that the cross is not ill health but the act of laying down 

one's will in acceptance of God's will: 

And yet since these thy contradictions 
Are properly a crosse felt by thy Sonne, 
With but foure words, my words, Thy will be done. (34-46) 

The "foure words" lie in implicit contrast to the elaborate verses and conceits 

of which the poet is capable to suggest that, in the art of writing also, the self 

must be laid aside and the will of God pursued. "The Crosse" is the last poem 

concerned predominantly with complaint (Bienz 11). In the poems that 

follow, complaint and praise, joy and grief become inseparable as the speaker 

learns to focus more and more upon the person of Christ and less on his own 

condition. 
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"The Flower" opens on the recto page facing the close of "The Crosse", the 

layout confirming the close connection of the two poems and suggesting the 

traditional emblem of the flower blooming at the foot of the bloodstained cross 

(Malpezzi 91). At the close of the previous poem the words of Jesus, "Thy will 

be done", become "my words" to indicate that the priest's personal cross has 

been taken up as Christ took up his cross. Now, in "The Flower", the priest 

experiences a personal resurrection (Summers 7). The grief of the three 

preceding poems here melts away as does the image of the blasted and wasted 

plant that has recurred throughout earlier sequences, replaced from now on by 

the flourishing flower. Martz considers "The Flower" a poem of summation 

and spiritual achievement, the tone of calm assurance achieved here 

characterising the rest of the poems in "The Church" (Poetry of Meditation 

31 1 ) .  The poem also marks the turning point from youth to old age as the 

speaker's physical growthLparallels his spiritual development. The spiritual life 

matures and the body ages, reflecting the unity of existence Herbert explores in 

"Providence", a poem in the Carnal sequence. 

"The Flower" shows the final dealings with spiritual pride and the birth of true 

humility which is the requisite for service. In the third stanza the speaker's 

surrender of the limited perspective of "this or that" to embrace an enlarged 

perspective where everything that exists is framed by God--"Thy word is 

all"---demonstrates his total humility: 

These are thy wonders, Lord of power, 
Killing and quickning, bringing down to hell 

And up to heaven in an houre; 
Making a chiming of a passing-bell. 

We say amisse, 
This or that is: 

Thy word is all, if we could spell. (1 5-21) 

Stanley Fish interprets this learning to "spell" as learning to let go of all 

initiative and independence to be absorbed into the will of God (Self-Consuming 

Artifacts 156-58). It is as the speaker relinquishes all claims to autonomy that 

restoration comes: 
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And now in age I bud again, 
After so many deaths I live and write; 

I once more smell the dew and rain, 
And relish versing: 0 my only light, 

It cannot be 
That I am he 

On whom thy tempests fell all night. (36-42) 

The intimate tone of speech and depth of feeling beautifully realise the soul's 

humble gratitude for God's blessings. The active agent in the poem is not the 

soul but God, the speaker's radically passive stance suggesting the psalmist's 

injunction, "Be still, and know that I am God" (Psalm 46:lO). The relationship 

with God is defined in the soul's address to God as both "Lord of power" and 

"Lord of love" ; in accepting that all that befalls it is from God's hand and for 

its ultimate good, to eliminate pride and self-will, total submission is complete. 

The shift from predominantly first and second person pronouns to third person at 

the end of the poem gives to the largely personal poem a didactic note as the 

priest learns and teaches: 

These are thy wonders, Lord of love, 
To make us see we are but flowers that glide: 

Which when we once can finde and prove, 
Thou hast a garden for us, where to bide. 

Who would be more, 
Swelling through store, 

Forfeit their Paradise by their pride. (43-49) 

The seven stanzas each of seven lines suggest that Herbert is using the number 

symbolically to mirror the perfect submission the speaker has finally achieved. 

Augustine considered seven to symbolise the Holy Spirit as well as perfection, 

so the numeric patterning may also symbolise the presence of the Holy Spirit 

who has made complete submission possible; the poems of the Carnal sequence 

demonstrate repeatedly that the soul alone is incapable of achieving such 

complete surrender (see Appendix E). 

The poetry theme again emerges in "The Flower". The speaker's restoration 

extends to his restored ability to write, to "relish versing" (39) and to be able to 

serve God as poet as well as priest. Throughout The Temple this theme is 



developed &om the initial assertion at the opening of "The Church-porch" that 

the purpose of versing is the same as the purpose of preaching (5). Poems such 

as the "Jordan" poems argue for the superiority of sacred poetry to romantic 

love poetry, and for the efficacy of the inspiration of God rather than that of the 

classical Muse. The Neoplatonic argument for the worship of beauty is thrown 

aside for the worship of God, and the simple faith statement seen to be more 

compelling than the most elaborate conceit. However, the poet has also 

recognised within himself the posturing that has attended these arguments, the 

spiritual pride, the Pharisaic arrogance that Jesus so much abhorred (see, for 

example, Luke 11:43-44). In "The Flower", as the priest learns complete 

submission, so also does the poet. The mini-narrative in the poem of loss and 

recovery of versing resolves the dilemma that has been identified in earlier 

poems, and the desire to honour God that has been sullied by egocentric 

posturing is now purified. ' The poet finally comes to the realisation that it is not 

poetic embellishment that dishonours God, but hypocrisy and spiritual pride. 

Consequently, he is now at liberty to employ the full range of his poetic ability 

without guilt, knowing that it is God-given and can be God-honouring if 

completely submitted to him. 

The didactic note evident towards the end of "The Flower" is developed in the 

next poem, "Dotage", where the world's "false glozing pleasures" (1) and 

"sure-footed griefs" (9) are compared to heavenly delights in a lovely 

intertwining of metaphoric paradigms. The foolishness of pursuing false 

pleasures and true sorrow instead of true pleasure and no sorrow is exposed and 

derided (Summers, "Joseph's Coat" 10): 

But oh the folly of distracted men, 
Who griefs in earnest, joys in jest pursue; 
Preferring, like brute beasts, a lothsome den 
Before a court, ev'n that above so cleare, 
Where are no sorrows, but delights more true 

Then miseries are here! (1 3-1 8) 

The poem's position on the verso page facing "The Sonne" links it visually to 

the source of all true delight, Jesus Christ. 
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The relatively light-hearted tone of "Dotage" ripens into playfulness with "The 

Sonne", a sonnet built upon the conventional pun of Christ as both Sun and Son 

of Man. The poem is both a tribute to Christ and a defence of the English 

language as Frederick von Ende shows: 

Herbert employed a compact and concentrated form of the classical 
oration to prove that English is not inferior to other tongues. . . . The first 
three lines approximate the exordium and narratio of the oration; the 
fourth line is the propositio. Lines five and six indicate the direction of 
the defense, thus serving as the partitio. Lines seven through ten, the 
conzrmatio, are an assimilation of the multitude of meanings to be found 
in the sun-son word sound. The last f o u  lines are the peroratio, 
applying the combined meanings of sun-son to the Son of God and in so 
doing suggesting that any language which could say so much about both 
the humility and the glory of Christ in a single word could hardly be 
judged inadequate. (494) 

The poem is thus both a declaration and a demonstration of the efficacy of the 

English language. Simultaneously, it shifts the focus fiom the speaker to Christ, 

a shift which results in the joy of the succeeding poem. 

"A true Hymne" expresses the fullness of joy the speaker has found in his 

complete surrender to Christ: 

My joy, my life, my crown! 
My heart was meaning all the day, 

Somewhat it fain would say: 
And still it runneth mutt'ring up and down 
With onely this, My joy, my life, my crown. (1-5) 

A true hy& is defined as that which flows fiom the heart for only this can 

satisfy the poem's ultimate audience, God: 

The finenesse which a hymne or psalme affords, 
Is, when the soul unto the lines accords. (9-1 0) 

The previous poem's discussion of language develops here into an argument 

concerning the proper use of language for religious poetry, as wit and ingenuity 

are not enough; "all the minde, / And all the soul, and strength, and time" (1 1- 

12) are needed: 
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He who craves all the minde, 
And all the sod, and strength, and time, 

If the words onely ryme, 
~ u s t l ~  complains, that somewhat is behinde 
To make his verse, or write a hymne in kinde. (1 1 - 15) 

The God who requires complete submission in life and ministry, requires more 

than just wit if poetry is to honour him; the heart of the poet must be fully 

engaged: 

Whereas if th'heart be moved, 
Although the verse be somewhat scant, 

God doth supplie the want. 
As when th'heart sayes (sighing to be approved) 
0, could I love! and stops: God writeth, Loved. (16-20) 

That God supplies the rhyme as he does in " Deniall" indicates that, as long the 

heart is engaged, God will supply everything else that is needed. The 

implication here is that as in the poem, so in life and ministry; if the heart is 

wholly surrendered to God, he will provide everything else that is needed. 

Hence, the connection between the work of art and the life of the soul is made 

paalder 32). As poet and priest focus their energies upon God, he will enter 

their work, empower them for service and anoint their efforts. 

The position of "A true Hyrnne" on the verso page facing "The Answer" 

provides a visual cue for the concerns of the second poem where the answer to 

those who would query its life choices is the soul's focus on Jesus, the source of 

all joy. In "The Answer", the speaker's state of perfect serenity in all 

circumstances is explained. Though comforts disappear and youthful ambition 

remains unfulfilled, the soul has one answer to all who would judge it. That 

answer is given, not within the poem but in "A true Hymne", to which it is 

linked visually, and in "The Sonne", to which it is linked by the sonnet form 

and by its parallel position on the recto of the previous pair of facing pages. 

Hence, a full understanding of the poem's meaning can be gleaned only as the 

layout of the poems within the sequence is considered. The final lines of "The 

Answer" suggest the response recommended in 1 Peter 3: 15: 
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Sanctirjr the Lord God in your hearts: and be ready always to give an 
answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you. 

The answer, of course, is Christ. Although Martz asserts that the tone here 

approaches lamentation (Poetry of Meditation 3 12), the tone is surely rather one 

of serenity: 

. . . to all, that so 
Show me, and set me, I have one reply, 
Which they that know the rest, know more then I. (1 2-14) 

Only those in heaven, "they that know the rest", know better than the speaker 

the supreme adequacy of this response. Christ is more than enough, union with 

him infinitely more fulfilling and more sustaining than any earthly comfort or 

ambition the speaker could pursue. This is the ultimate expression of death to 

self and complete submission to the will of God. 

"A Dialogue-Antheme. Christian. Death" picks up the suggestion of heaven 

from the final lines of the preceding poem and develops it in a dialogue between 

the Christian and Death. Death's arrogance dissolves in the speaker's calm 

assurance of heaven in a poem reminiscent of Donne's famous sonnet "Death be 

not proud", an almost certain influence on Herbert's poem as is 1 Corinthians 

1555: "0  death, where is thy sting? 0 grave, where is thy victory?' Death's 

lines are encompassed by the Christian's lines, Death's impotence symbolised in 

his shortened final comment, the rhythm of which is completed by the Christian 

who has the last word: 

Dea. Let losers talk: yet thou shalt die; 
These arms shall crush thee. 

Chr. Spare not, do thy worst. 
I shall be one day better then before: 
Thou so much worse, that thou shalt be no more. (7-10) 

The antiphonal form and mocking tone deepen the impression of playfulness and 

freedom that now colours the sequence, mirroring the joy and liberty the speaker 

realises having relinquished self-will and entered completely into the life of 

submission. 
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The didactic note that has been rising through the sequence breaks into full- 

blown preaching with " The Water-course" where the audience is admonished to 

weep, not over afflictions which are simply a part of life, but over their sins so 

that their repentance will make them fit for heaven. " The Water-course" faces 

"A Dialogue-Antheme" , the link thus produced implying that calm assurance in 

the face of death will only be possible for those who live a lifestyle of repentance 

leading to salvation. 

A didactic tone also informs the next poem, " Self-condemnation7', a sermon in 

summary that exhorts believers to self-examination and repentance from sin. 

The poem is an exposition of Romans 2: 1 : 

Thou art inexcusable, 0 man, whosoever thou art that judgest: for 
wherein thou judgest another, thou condemnest thyself; for thou that 
judgest doest the s tbe  things. 

The tendency of human beings to choose worldliness and selfishness over Christ 

is exposed. The priest, having put his own carnal nature to death, now exhorts 

others to do the same. 

"Bitter-sweet" develops a series of oxymorons in a clever word play that creates 

tension between the seriousness of the subject matter and the playhlness of its 

treatment. In this way, the paradoxical nature of the poem's content is neatly 

mirrored in its form. The poem pictures the state of perfect balance achieved by 

the speaker's unqualified acceptance of the will of God: 

Ah my deare angrie Lord, 
Since thou dost love, yet strike; 
Cast down, yet help afford; 
Sure I will do the like. 

I will complain, yet praise; 
I will bewail, approve: 
And all my sowre-sweet dayes 
I will lament, and love. 
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This fi-eedom to play in the presence of God demonstrates the joy and liberty the 

soul discovers as it draws close to God (Marcus 11 8-20). The poem answers the 

earlier "Temper" poems in the Antiphon sequence where the soul laments its 

emotional instability and spiritual inconsistencies (see Chapter 7). Now finally 

the soul has achieved a state of perfect balance through dying to self and 

surrendering completely to God. The duality upon which the oxymorons depend 

is mirrored in the two balanced stanzas while its position on the page facing 

"The Glance" suggests this perfect balance makes possible the ecstasy of the 

following poem. 

A tone of joyous surrender, of love and trust and gratitude, permeates "The 

Glance" : 

When firstLthy sweet and gracious eye 
Vouchsaf'd ev'n in the midst of youth and night 
To look upon me, who before did lie 

Weltring in sinne; 
I felt a sugred strange delight, 

Passing all cordials made by any art, 
Bedew, embalme, and overrunne my heart, 

And take it in. (1-8) 

The poem's three stanzas give the speaker's past, present and future, the focus 

firmly upon God's power and splendour as the soul rests in its complete 

confidence in God. The magnitude of God's power is demonstrated in the 

profound effect of the merest glance and the sure conviction that in heaven God 

will "look us out of pain'' (21). 

"The Glance" provides a microcosmic view of "The Church". The first stanza 

is representative of the early sequences where the soul lies " weltring in sinne" in 

combat with its own sin and selfishness. The second s ~ ~ p i c t u r e s  the later 

sequences where the soul has learned to surrender to the will of God and 

consequently sees griefs controlled and stability secured. The final stanza 

mirrors the final sequence of "The Church" where the believer is at rest in 

heaven. 
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With "The 23d Psalme" comes the suggestion of the priest performing the 

priestly office, conducting the reading at Morning or Evening Prayer. Metrical 

paraphrases of the psalms were popular in the seventeenth century and Herbert's 

version of Psalm 23 mingles the phrasing of three translations of his time: the 

Authorised version, the Coverdale version contained in The Book of Common 

Prayer and the versified paraphrase of Sternhold and Hopkins whose meter 

Herbert adopts (Martz, George Herbert 472). The poem speaks of the beauty 

and peace of life with God, the key word "love" appearing in the first and final 

stanzas, symbolically enclosing the believer in the love of God. The musical 

quality also suggests the liturgy and echoes back to the liturgical Antiphon 

sequence. Herbert's intention is to bring the Scriptures to life by personally 

entering the text much in the way that Rembrandt paints himself into the 

biblical scene in Elevation and Descent j?om the Cross (Bloch 30). In 

becoming an active participant in the biblical text Herbert does what every 

reader of the Bible must do--he takes it personally. Also, and as part of his 

priestly function, he uses the first person perspective of the poem to position 

the reader to enter the biblical text in the same way. 

The next poem, "Marie Magdalene", provides a beautiful picture of repentance, 

and once again the priest can be imagined opening the Scriptures for the benefit 

of the congregation. The three six-lined stanzas suggest humanity, symbolised 

by the number six, encased in the Trinity, the poem describing the action of God 

upon Mary and, by extension, upon any believer who will repent (see Appendix 

E). The message of "Marie Magdalene" is that anyone who comes to Christ, 

even those who have trampled on his precepts, will find forgiveness and new 

life. The poem also explains the doctrine of Atonement: 

Deare soul, she knew who did vouchsafe and deigne 
To bear her filth; and that her sinnes did dash 
Ev'n God himself. (1 3-1 5) 

Christ took upon himself the sin of the world and put sin to death in his own 

body so that any person who believes in him and accepts his substitutionary 

death may be imputed with his righteousness: 



For he hath made him to be sin for us, who knew no sin; that we might 
be made the righteousness of God in him. (2 Corinthians 5:2 1) 

Thus, in "Marie Magdalene" and "The 23d Psalme" the poem becomes the 

sermon, the thematic nexus of poetry-language-preaching fully realised. 

At the end of the Priesthood sequence, "Aaron" provides a picture of the priest 

equipped for service, his inadequacies overcome by Christ's all sufficiency. The 

priest is justified by faith and is righteous in God's eyes, his sanctification 

signalled by his dying to self and his increasing identification with Christ. The 

first stanza describes the special garments worn by Aaron, the high priest, when 

ministering in the tabernacle. The Book of Exodus gives a detailed description 

of the beautiful and costly clothing, including the golden plate worn across the 

forehead engraved with the words "holiness to the Lord" (30:30), the exquisite 

gemstones covering the breastplate (30:6-21) and the golden bells around the 

hem of the robe (30:25). As the priest walked, the bells would tinkle 

harmoniously and the gemstones and gold would catch the light and flash 

brilliantly: 

Holinesse on the head, 
Light and perfections on the breast, 

Harmonious bells below raising the dead 
To leade them unto life and rest: 

Thus are true Aarons drest. (1-5) 

The priest of the poem, realising his shortcomings, exchanges his carnal nature 

for Christ's nature, as Veith observes: 

The substantives of the first stanza-"holiness," "light and 
perfections"-become adjectives. The speaker does not have holiness, 
but he is holy. He does not have perfection, but he is perfect. The 
distinction is that between righteousness that is possessed and 
righteousness that is imputed and internalized. (Reformation Spirituality 
81) 

Righteousness is imputed to the priest as he identifies with Christ's death and 

resurrection through his own self-denial and commitment to the will of God. All 

hesitation is over and he is at peace about his calling, his perfect assurance, 
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marked by the firmness and conviction of the last line, achieved as he passively 

contemplates what has already been done for him: 

So holy in my head, 
Perfect and light in my deare breast, 

My doctrine tun'd by Christ, (who is not dead, 
But lives in me while I do rest) 

Come people; Aaron's drest. (21 -25) 

The poem's rounded stanzas---comprising successively lines of six, eight, ten, 

eight and six syllables-are constructed to suggest the swelling and dying of a 

tolling bell, perhaps the bell calling parishioners to church as the priest dons the 

priestly robes in preparation for liturgical service. In this way, the bells of the 

ancient priest's garment are associated with the bells of the contemporary 

church, old and new, type and fulfilment, meeting in the priestly calling 

(Stanwood, "Time and Liturgy" 25). Thomas Roche notes the symmetry of 

rhyme, line length and stanza that makes the poem "as static as an icon" (13), 

thus making it particularly suitable and effective as a marker poem. 

The names of the sequence's two marker poems, "The Priesthood" and 

"Aaron", evoke a picture of the Old Testament tabernacle where Aaron served 

as high priest and the priests under his authority were men from the tribe of Levi. 

Herbert draws the parallel here between the ancient tabernacle and the 

contemporary church as he does in the opening poem of "The Church", in the 

sequences that follow the Priesthood sequence, and in the overall structure of 

"The Church" (see Chapter 3). Although all Israelites could enter the outer 

court, it took a deeper consecration to go further into the tabernacle, into the holy 

place, and only the pries& could enter here. It is this deeper consecration that is 

the concern of the Priesthood sequence. The speaker realises that what God 

requires is a dying to self, a laying down of personal ambition, and complete 

surrender to the will of God. Once effected, such consecration allows the priest 

not only to minister to the people of God but to have access into the beautiful 

holy place, symbolic of worship, fellowship with God and spiritual maturity. 
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The sequence that follows represents this place, a golden room lit by the seven 

lamps of the menorah and perfumed with incense, now open to the believer. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

THE HOLY PLACE: SPIRITUAL MATURITY 

" The Odour" to " The Elixir" 

The Priesthood sequence pictures the priest entering the ministry, and suggests the 

parallel between the Old Testament priesthood and the priest of the Church of 

England. However, the poetry goes further than this. The Bible affirms the 

priesthood of all believers: 

Ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy nation, a peculiar 
people; that ye should show forth the praises of him who hath called you 
out of darkness into his marvellous light: which in time past were not a 
people, but are now the people of God: which had not obtained mercy, but 
now have obtained mercy. (1 Peter 2:9-10) 

In ancient days the tabernacle was open to all Israelites who entered with a blood 

sacrifice, but only the priests could pass beyond the outer court into the holy 

place, and only the high priest could enter the sacred area of the tabernacle, the 

holy of holies. However, under the new covenant, the deeper relationship with 

God which the holy place symbolises is available to any believer who will come 

into obedience to the will of God. This is what Herbert refers to in his 

description of the poetry as: 

a picture of the many spiritual conflicts that have passed betwixt God and 
my soul, before I could subject mine to the will of Jesus my master: in 
whose service I have now found perfect freedom. (Walton 223) 
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It is this "perfect fieedom" that Herbert pictures in the Holy Place sequence. 

Paradoxically, all rights to self-determination must be given up in order to become 

perfectly fiee. 

In the tabernacle the holy place was a room made of wooden boards overlaid with 

gold. It had two doorways, each hung with a richly embroidered curtain, one on 

the eastern side leading to the outer court and one facing west leading to the most 

holy place (see Appendix D). The first thing the priest would notice on his 

entrance into the holy place was the exquisitely perfumed air and the change in 

light. Whereas the outer court was lit by natural light and was consequently 

subject to the prevailing weather and time of day, the holy place was lit by the 

glow of the menorah's seven oil lamps reflecting off the golden walls and 

furnishings (Cartledge, Tabernacle Truths 49-50). This speaks of the spiritual 

illumination available to those who enter this dimension of the Christian life, no 

longer dependent on the limitations of human reasoning but able to draw on the 

inspiration and illumination of the Holy Spirit. Three items of furniture, all made 

of gold, were housed in the holy place, each symbolic of some aspect of the 

spiritual life. The altar of incense symbolises prayer, intercession and worship, 

the table of shewbread symbolises fellowship with God, and the menorah is a type 

of the Holy Spirit (Cartledge, 49-73). The holy place therefore symbolises deep 

worship, the anointing of the Holy Spirit and intimacy with God. It represents 

the breath-taking beauty of the spiritual life available to the believer who has 

come into perfect obedience to God. 

What I term the Holy Place sequence is a series of ten poems beginning on a verso 

page with "The Odour" and ending on a recto page with "The Elixir" as the 

diagram below demonstrates: 
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Figure 8. The Holy Place sequence. 

" The Odour" 

" The Forerunners" 

"The Rose" 

" Discipline" 

" The Invitation" 

" The Banquet" 

" The Banquet" (cont) 

"A Parodie" 

" The Elixir" 

The structure of the sequence is notably smooth with all the poems beginning on a 

verso page, the internal starting position, and extending over two facing pages 

except for the two small poems, "The Foil" and "The Posie". This even 

structure mirrors the balance and harmony now achieved in the spiritual life. 

" The Odour" (cont) 
" The Foil" 

" The Forerunners" (cont) 

" The Rose" (cont) 

" Discipline" (cont) 

" The Invitation" (cont) 

" The Banquet" (cont) 

"The Posie" 

"A Parodie" (cont) 

" The Elixir" (cont) 

The sequence opens with "The Odour. 2. Cor. 2. 15", a beautiful picture of 

worship and love for God. The sense imagery suggests the incense laden air of 

the tabernacle's holy place: 

How sweetly doth My Master sound! My Master! 
As Amber-greese leaves a rich sent 

Unto the taster: 
So do these words a sweet content, 

An orientall fiagrancie, My Master. 

With these all day I do perfume my minde. (1-6) 
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The tone is deeply joyful, the soul luxuriating in the pleasure of contemplating the 

beauty of God and the joy of a relationship with him. The first three lines bring 

the senses of hearing, smell and taste into play, suggesting the fullness of the 

soul's response to God. The repetition of the word "sweet" arouses the multiple 

associations the word carried in the seventeenth century where it could describe a 

sound, a scent or a taste; pleasures and delights; a person who is dearly loved or 

one with a benign influence; or that which is pleasant to the mind or feelings and 

free from anything offensive or disagreeable. Doubtless, Herbert intended all of 

these readings to be attributed to Christ. The rhyme, meter and line length move 

in circular patterns around a central hub to suggest the soul's complete focus on 

the object of its adoration. 

The third stanza raises the possibility that God does not completely reciprocate 

the soul's intensity of feeling: "0 that to thee / My servant were a little so" (1 1- 

12). Yet this doubt has already been answered in the Scripture reference of the 

poem's title: "For we are unto God a sweet savour of Christ" (2 Corinthians 

2: 15). Hence, as the soul takes pleasure in pondering God, so God takes pleasure 

in contemplating his servant, sweet meets with sweet and the sweetness 

intensifies: 

This breathing would with gains by sweetning me 
(As sweet things traffick when they meet) 

Return to thee. 
And so this new commerce and sweet 

Should all my life employ and busie me. (26-30) 

The poem presents the beauty of deep worship, the deep pleasure afforded the 

worshipper and, by implication, the reciprocal pleasure experienced by God. The 

soul is completely at rest, finding satisfaction and total hlfilment in the reflected 

sweetness, its only desire to please God. As Seelig observes, the soul has become 

a reflection of Christ and, in this, finds its true identity (40). 
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"The Odour" demonstrates Herbert's freedom in the handling of biblical texts 

(Bloch 39). The poem opens with a bold reversal of the biblical image but by the 

third stanza he invokes the verse in its true sense. Izaak Walton has shown that 

Herbert liked to refer to God as "Jesus my Master" (3 14) and Herbert's relishing 

of the sound of the word Master evokes the Song of Solomon: "Thy name is as 

ointment poured forth" (1:3). Mankind's ability to please God is often expressed 

as a fragrance in the Bible in passages such as Leviticus 1:9: "a burnt sacrifice, 

an offering made by fire, of a sweet savour unto the Lord" and Ephesians 5:2 

where "Christ gave himself for us, an offering and a sweet smelling sacrifice to 

God." In this way the poem, while focusing on the central text, echoes many 

other biblical passages to produce a richness of allusion which generates a fuller 

understanding of the central passage. Herbert's belief that each verse is properly 

understood in relation to all other biblical verses is consequently demonstrated. 

"The Foil" follows, linked closely to "The Odour" by its placement on the page. 

Its position on the same set of facing pages makes it almost an extension of the 

previous poem, the implication being that as the foil beneath the gem sets off the 

gem's brightness, so the soul's worship sets off the exquisite beauty of the glory 

of God. This desire to magnify God and diminish the self is reminiscent of the 

words of John the Baptist concerning Jesus: "He must increase, but I must 

decrease" (John 3:30). The light imagery suggested in the title and in words such 

as "shining", "brighter" and "starres" evokes the change in light in the holy 

place, the different perspective afforded by the Holy Spirit's illumination. The 

Christocentric revelation of sin and virtue is arrived at so effortlessly, so simply, 

and the wrong-headedness of "this wretched world" (7) is so apparent, that the 

soul's previous battles for understanding seem far away. 

On opening the first set of facing pages in the sequence it is as if a burst of 

fragrance and illumination pours forth, exactly mirroring the priest's sensations on 

first stepping into the tabernacle's holy place. The second set of facing pages is 



L Myers 

taken up with "The Forerunners" where a previously problematic issue, deeply 

felt, becomes suddenly crystal clear, and this clarity of perception characterises 

the poems of the Holy Place sequence. "The Forerunners" returns to the theme 

of poetic invention, of "sweet phrases" and "lovely metaphors" (13), and 

whether such language is necessary in the praise of God or whether the heart's 

simple affirmations are more appropriate. However, doubts have vanished and 

the poem's tone of calm assurance quietly expresses the poet's love for all the 

beauties of language and the appropriateness of such language in glorifying God. 

The poem opens with a meditation on old age and senility. Although old age 

threatens to rob the soul of its "sparkling notions", the complete focus on God it 

has embraced can never be taken from it: 

The harbingers are come. See, see their mark; 
White is their colour, and behold my head. 
But must they have my brain? must they dispark 
Those sparkling notions, which therein were bred? 

Must dulnesse turn me to a clod? 
Yet they have left me, Thou art still my God. (1 -6) 

It is not the loss of wit in general that the soul laments but the loss of poetic 

ability. However, this, it realises, is not what is essential to life; only God is 

essential (Lewalski & Sabol 177): 

Yet if you go, I passe not; take your way: 
For, Thou art still my God, is all that ye 
Perhaps with more embellishment can say. 
Go birds of spring: let winter have his fee; 

Let a bleak palenesse chalk the doore, 
$0 all within be livelier then before. (3 1-36) 

With "The Forerunners" Herbert draws together the argument concerning the 

proper use of poetic language that has run like a thread throughout The Temple. 

His delight in' beautiful words and sparkling wit is evident, yet these alone are 

inadequate; the heart must be fully engaged and the focus must be upon God for 



art to be perfected. The beauty of language reflects God's splendour, so beautiful 

words should be used for God's glory: 

True beautie dwells on high: ours is a flame 
But bonow'd thence to light us thither. 

Beautie and beauteous words should go together. (28-30) 

The poem is a celebration of the loveliness of poetic language, which is pictured 

as a heavenly as well as an earthly joy. Issues that earlier poems touched upon are 

here made clear, and the new illumination afforded the soul clarifies and sharpens 

its understanding. 

With "The Rose" this clarity of perception exposes all the pleasures and 

temptations the world has to offer, the " sugred lies" (2) now so easily shunned: 

First, there is no pleasure here: 
Colour'd griefs indeed there are, 

Blushing woes, that look as cleare 
As if they could beautie spare. (5-8) 

All fascination with the world is over as the soul has found that which is far more 

satisfying and true. The playful deceitsldelights slip in the third stanza reveals the 

new perspective here: 

Or if such deceits there be, 
Such delights I meant to say; 

There are no such things to me, 
Who have pass'd my right away. (9-12) 

The tone of joyous playfulness reveals the soul's delight in the ease with which it 

can now resist worldly temptations and its confidence in the God-centred life it 

has chosen. The ballad measure is reminiscent of love poetry, also evoked by the 

rose symbol. In this way, the poem reclaims words, images and even meter for 

the service of God. 
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The next three poems in the sequence are in trochaic meter, which is a distinct 

break from Herbert's usual iambic rhythm. This suggests that these poems, 

"Discipline", " The Invitation" and " The Banquet", comprise a unique cluster. 

"Discipline" begins on a verso page, the usual beginning position; however, the 

usual end position has been violated. "The Banquet" ends on a verso page, 

indicating that the cluster is a sub-sequence embedded within the larger Holy 

Place sequence. Wengen-Shute notes the thematic unity of this tiny sub-sequence 

as the three poems mirror the order of the administration of Holy Communion in 

The Book of Common Prayer (43-45). Hence, the positioning of the poems, their 

unique meter and their liturgical focus suggest the unity of the sequence. 

"Discipline" is concerned with repentance and confession. Although the soul has 

attained spiritual maturity it is not perfect, and is still subject to failure and 

frailty: 

Though I fail, I weep: 
Though I halt in pace, 

Yet I creep 
To the throne of grace. (1 3-1 6) 

The similarity of this to the introduction to the General Confession said at both 

Morning and Evening Prayer is notable: 

Wherefore I pray and beseech you, as many as are here present, to 
accompany me with a pure heart and humble voice unto the throne of the 
heavenly grace. 

The phrase "to the throne of grace" is taken from Hebrews 4: 16 where believers 

are urged to "Come boldly unto the throne of grace." However, Herbert follows 

the Prayer Book here, substituting a humble approach to God to place the poem in 

a liturgical context concerned with judgement and mercy (Wengen-Shute 29-30). 

The penitential mood of the poem has many other liturgical echoes. For example, 

it recalls several of the Sentences preceding the call to repentance in the Daily 

Office: 
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0 Lord, correct me, but not with judgement; not inthine anger, lest thou 
bring me to nothing. 

Enter not into judgement with thy servant, 0 Lord; for in thy sight shall 
no man living be justified. 

These lines strongly resemble the poem's opening: 

Throw away thy rod, 
Throw away thy wrath: 

0 my God, 
Take the gentle path. (1 -4) 

Although the soul is fully aware of its sinfulness, the tone is one of confidence as 

the poem is itself the "discipline" of penitence in which the soul is engaged 

(wengen-~hute 32). The versification mirrors this fact, what Veith terms the 

" taut syllabic verse" requiring " intense poetic restraint" in resisting poetic 

embellishment (155). Hence, the poem pictures the penitential prelude to 

receiving Holy Communion, the soul confident in the grace of God to forgive and 

cleanse. 

In the Communion service in The Book of Common Prayer, the Confession and 

Absolution are followed by the Comfortable Words: 

Hear what comfortable words our Saviour Christ saith unto all that truly 
turn to him. Come unto me all that travail and are heavy laden, and I will 
refresh you. So God loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, 
to the end that all that believe in him should not perish, but have 
everlasting life. Hear also what Saint Paul saith. This is a true saying, and 
worthy of all men to be received, that Christ Jesus came into the world to 
save sinners. Hear also what Saint John saith. If any man sin, we have an 
Advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous: and he is the 
propitiation for our sins. 

"The Invitation" echoes these words, both the poem and the Comfortable Words 

developing the theme of the forgiving love of God: 



L Myers 

Come ye hither All, whom pain 
Doth arraigne, 

Bringing all your sinnes to sight: 
Taste and fear not: God is here 

In this cheer, 
And on sinne doth cast the flight. 

Come ye hither All, whose love 
Is your dove 

And exalts you to the skie: 
Here is love, which having breath 

Ev'n in death, 
After death can never die. (1 3-30) 

The final stanza positions the speaker as priest while strongly reflecting the 

priest's prayer after the Comfortable Words: 

It is very meet, right, and our bounden duty, that we should at all times, 
and in all places, give thanks unto thee, 0 Lord, Holy Father, Almighty, 
Everlasting God. 

The poem's first five stanzas address sinners and the final stanza addresses God. 

This exactly mirrors the Comfortable Words which address sinners and are 

followed by the priest's prayer as he turns to the Lord's Table. 

"The Banquet" is a celebration of the eucharistic feast with its references to wine 

and bread in the second and third stanzas and its theme of the substitutionary 

death of Jesus. The imagery is strongly reminiscent of "The Odour" with its 

sweetness, pomanders and perfumes. The striking sensual imagery starkly 

contrasts with the formal language of the liturgy yet the poem's third line: "With 

me, in me, live and dwell", closely resembles the closing lines of the prayer 

preceding the distribution of the elements: 

Grant us therefore, gracious Lord, so to eat the flesh of thy dear Son Jesus 
Christ, and to drink his blood, that our sinful bodies may be made clean by 
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his body, and our souls washed through his most precious blood, and that 
we may evermore dwell in him, and he in us. 

The poem's imagery suggests once again the tabernacle's holy place where the 

priests ate the unleavened bread before the Lord. The tone of assurance, joy and 

complete peace in the presence of God permeates the poem, the soul forgiven by a 

mercifbl God and brought close through the sacrifice of Jesus. The soul is not 

perfect but is perfectly surrendered, dependent on the mercy of God to overlook 

its sin and to reveal to it the beauty and majesty of Jesus: 

For with it alone I flie 
To the skie: 

Where I wipe mine eyes, and see 
What I seek, for what I sue; 

Him I view, 
Who hath done so much for me. (43-48) 

The soul's complete focus on Jesus in worship and adoration brings the poem to a 

close. 

"The Invitation" and "The Banquet" are closely knit, having the same rhyme 

scheme and meter. The aabccb rhyme employs three rhyme sounds, the number 

three symbolic of the Trinity. Lines of seven syllables interspersed with lines of 

three syllables suggest both the perfection of God, and the perfection of the soul's 

adoration of Jesus (see Appendix E). "Discipline" has a truncated version of the 

rhyme and meter of the other two poems. Thus, the versification ties the poems 

closely together into a liturgical sequence strongly evocative of the service for 

Holy Communion yet the tone of all three poems is deeply personal. This is a 

feature of Herbert's art, the public being made intensely personal, the power of the 

liturgy residing in the fact that for each communicant the ritual words and actions 

express the deepest movings of the heart. 

"The Posie" is tied visually to "The Banquet" by its placement on the page 

facing the final stanzas of the preceding poem. Its emphasis on the mercy of God 
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reinforces the theme of God's mercy that runs throughout the Holy Place 

sequence, and suggests that the ability to be completely surrendered to Christ, to 

live a life of worship and thanksgiving, is completely dependent on the mercy of 

God. The soul's motto, that which summarises its life and gives the essence of its 

being, is " Lesse then the least 1 Of all Gods mercies" (1 1 - 12). These words 

suggest statements made by Jacob in the Book of Genesis and Paul when writing 

to the Ephesians: 

I am. not worthy of the least of all the mercies, and of all the truth, which 
thou hast shown unto thy servant. (Genesis 32: 10) 

Unto me, who am less than the least of all saints, is this grace given, that I 
should preach among the Gentiles the unsearchable riches of Christ. 
(Ephesians 3 :8) 

In the Genesis story Jacob finds mercy after dealing dishonestly with his brother, 

while the epistles record the mercy Paul found after having persecuted the church. 

Both stories, therefore, evoke a picture of the mercy of God and tie together the 

old dispensation, the new dispensation and the soul's present state to suggest the 

eternal nature of the mercy of God. 

The associations brought into play by the word "posies", of flowers and 

ornaments of speech, evoke a depth of thought that the apparent simplicity of the 

poem belies. All the beauty of the natural world and of poetry and wit, God's 

creation and mankind's creation, cannot compare to the beauty of knowing Christ: 

Let wits contest, 
And with their words and posies windows fill: 

Lesse then the least 
Of all thy mercies, is my posie still. (1 -4) 

The poem is designed around the number three, the number of the Trinity, in its 

three stanzas and the three sets of three images encased by the repeated motto: the 

ring, picture and book; sing, say, dictate; and invention, comparisons, wit. These 

sets of triplets suggest the soul's utter dependence upon God for everything, and 
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imply that all of mankind are exactly as dependent whether they know and 

appreciate the fact or not. Consequently, the poem reinforces God's claim on all 

that mankind does, and celebrates this fact. The posy is the ditty referred to at the 

close of the preceding poem, "Let the wonder of his pitie / Be my dittie", "The 

Posie" a continuation of the themes of the previous poem as its position on the 

page suggests. 

The theme of poetic invention comes to the fore again here, the simple faith 

statement again found to outweigh all the poetic embellishment of invention, 

comparisons and wit. At the end of "The Banquet", "my lines and life" (51) 

harks back to "My lines and life are free" in "The Collar" (4) to show the 

progress that has been made. Whereas in the earlier poem the carnal believer 

insists on self-determination in life as well as in poetic output, in "The Banquet" 

all is submitted to Christ: 

Let the wonder of his pitie 
Be my dittie, 

and take up my lines and life. (49-5 1) 

The inseparability of the poet's lines and life is thus reinforced. In the Priesthood 

sequence the poem becomes the sermon, and now, with "The Posie", the poem 

becomes the offering, sanctified and offered to God as is the poet himself. 

"A Parodie" which follows is an imitation of a love song written by William 

Herbert, the third Earl of Pembroke and Herbert's distant relation. Herbert 

mimics the love song so closely, adapting its meter, stanzaic form, theme and 

many of its words, that I give the original here in full (Martz, Herbert 474-75): 

Soul's joy, now I am gone, 
And you alone, 
Which cannot be, 

Since I must leave myself with thee, 
And carry thee with me; 
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Yet when unto our eyes 
Absence denies 
Each other's sight, 

And makes to us a constant night, 
When others change to light, 

0 give no way to grief, 
But let belief 
Of mutual love 

This wonder to the vulgar prove: 
Our bodies, not we move. 

Let not thy wit beweep 
Wounds but sense-deep, 
For when we miss 

By distance our lip-joining bliss, 
Even then our souls shall kiss. 

Fools have no means to meet, 
But by their feet. 
Why should our clay 

Over our spirits so much sway, 
To tie us to that way? 

0 give no way to grief, 
But let belief 
Of mutual love 

This wonder to the vulgar prove: 
Our bodies, not we move. 

The title of Herbert's poem suggests the practice, common during the 

Renaissance, of transmuting secular music into sacred music: 

The essential feature of parody technique is that . . . the whole substance 
of the source-its themes, rhythms, chords and chord progressions-is 
absorbed into the new piece and subjected to free variation in such a way 
that a fusion of old and new elements is achieved. (The New Grove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians quoted in Martz, Herbert 474) 

In spiritualising a secular song Herbert anticipates-and demonstrates-the next 

poem, "The Elixir", where anything can become an act of worship in the same 

way that the philosopher's stone could turn base metals into gold. 
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In "A Parodie" the soul realises that the sense of God's absence that it has 

sometimes felt has been an illusion; God has always been present (Martz, Poetry 

of Meditation 3 16): 

Souls joy, when thou art gone, 
And I alone, 
Which cannot be, 

Because thou dost abide with me, 
And I depend on thee. (1 -5) 

The soul has risen above temporary feelings and is now living by faith, accepting 

completely that God's word is reality regardless of situation or momentary 

perception. Rather than trusting its own impressions, it chooses to live by the 

word of God: 

Lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world. (Matthew 
28:20) 

For he hath said, I will never leave thee, nor forsake thee. (Hebrews 135) 

The soul's complete dependence on God is again stressed, as is its awareness that 

it is only by the grace of God that it can avoid sin and error. The "deadly cold" 

of the last stanza is tempered by the musical quality of the verse and the 

playfblness of the parody to mirror the fact that even when the soul is enfolded in 

a " deadly cold", what it feels is illusory: 

0 what a deadly cold 
Doth me infold! 
I half beleeve, 

That Sinne sayes true: but while I grieve, 
Thou com'st and dost relieve. (26-30) 

Sin lies, emotions are unreliable, situations can be misleading; only the word of 

God abides true. The soul is secure in the knowledge that no matter how it feels 

or what befalls it, God is present, his mercy and love unchanging. 
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The final poem of the sequence, "The Elixir", picks up the theme of spiritualising 

the secular with which "The Parodie" has been concerned. The title and final 

stanza suggest the gold of the tabernacle's holy place, where the light of the 

menorah reflecting off the gold walls gave everything a golden glow. In the holy 

place the walls, incense altar and table were made of wood and overlaid with gold, 

suggesting that even the ordinary can become precious, the secular can become 

sacred, when touched by God. This mirrors precisely the message of "The 

Elixir" where all things, if done for God, can become sublime: 

Teach me, my God and King, 
In all things thee to see, 

And what I do in any thing, 
To do it as for thee. (1-4) 

In the Williams manuscript the poem is entitled "Perfection" to suggest the very 

highest level human life can attain. In the same way that ordinary bread and wine 

become sacramental when used for the worship of Christ, so any act can become a 

sacrament when done for him (Bonnell 45). Even sweeping a floor becomes 

divine when done in the service of Christ: "A servant with this clause 1 Makes 

drudgerie divine" (1 7- 1 8). 

The position of this poem within "The Church" reveals its significance. In the 

journey of the spiritual life, this is the last stage before death ushers the believer 

into the presence of God in heaven. Hence, the poem pictures the culmination of 

the spiritual life on earth, the very highest that can be attained in this life, the 

closest the believer can approach to God while still mortal. The fact that this 

culmination is presented in one of Herbert's simplest poems, a simple song with a 

child-like rhyme and meter and almost monosyllabic vocabulary, is telling. The 

simplicity of the poem evokes the words of Jesus to his disciples: 

Verily I say unto you, Whosoever shall not receive the kingdom of God as 
a little child shall in no wise enter therein. (Luke 18: 17) 
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Similarly, the ease with which every aspect of life can become an act of worship 

makes it possible for even a child to accomplish. To see beyond objective reality 

and see Christ in everything is so simple; and yet, the implication of the poetry 

has been that it requires the complete surrender of everything to Christ, laying 

down self-will and embracing, in total obedience, the will of God. This makes 

even the smallest act of immense value, and enables every part of life to become a 

revelation of Christ. 

"The Elixir" draws to a close a sequence concerned with the nature of worship. 

Herbert was no recluse, no mystic; he did not subscribe to the notion that 

intimacy with God is only possible as one separates oneself from the world to 

spend each moment in contemplation. Herbert believed that it is in serving others 

that one serves God, that in doing all things for Christ one attains a life of 

worship. "The Elixir" shows that the believer can worship God as fully in every 

aspect of life as in formal liturgical worship. Yet the poetry does not argue that 

church attendance is unnecessary. The liturgical sub-sequence of "Discipline" to 

"The Banquet" is embedded firmly within the Holy Place sequence to 

demonstrate that liturgical worship is at the heart of the spiritual life, and that it is 

through the liturgy that one can take Christ into every area of life. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 

WITHIN THE VEIL 

"A Wreath" to "Love [3]" 

If the principles of layout observed in the Williams manuscript are applied to the 

final sequence of "The Church" it can be readily seen that the sequence spans 

only three sets of facing pages: 

verso recto 

Figure 9. TheJinaI sequence of "The Church ". 

"A Wreath" 
- - - - -  

" Death" 
" Dooms-day" 

" Heaven" 

That there are three sets of facing pages may itself be significant, the number three 

signifying the Trinity and suggesting that the believer is now firmly in God's 

hands (see Appendix E). The strong associations between poems, which the 

layout reinforces visually, lend important insights into the interpretation of each 

poem and of the sequence as a whole. 

"Death" (cont) 

" Dooms-day" (cont) 
- - - - -  

" Judgement" 
"Love [3]" 
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On opening the first set of facing pages, one sees an immediate link between the 

wreath image and death, the poems' titles suggesting the wreath laid upon a grave. 

Yet "A Wreath" is concerned with the victor's garland, awarded as a mark of 

distinction and honour. Thus the connection between the victor's reward and the 

funerary wreath is made. The paradoxical use of "die" and " live" in the poem 

reinforces the paradoxical relationship between the two images suggested by the 

poem's title: 

A wreathed garland of deserved praise, 
Of praise deserved, unto thee I give, 
I give to thee, who knowest all my wayes, 
My crooked winding wayes, wherein I live, 
Wherein I die, not live: for life is straight, 
Straight as a line, and ever tends to thee. (1-6) 

"A Wreath" is a strong visual marker, reminiscent of the visual cues of 

Renaissance memory systems (see Chapter 2). It marks the transition from the 

Holy Place sequence into the final sequence of "The Church". The poem's 

circular structure, where key words link each line to the next and the last line to 

the first, mirrors the shape of the wreath. Similarly, the carefully designed rhyme 

scheme suggests the plaiting of the strands of the wreath, with the initial abab 

changing to baba at the end as the ends of the strands are woven into the 

completed shape. George Klawitter's insightful analysis of the poem indicates 

that the structure is that of a double wreath where the wreath is filled in with 

greenery on the front and the back. The circular shape begins but then doubles 

back on itself midway to make the classical garland (1 8-19). This double nature 

of the wreath mirrors the duality of life and death which the title and its close 

visual association with the following poem suggests; death is strongly suggested 

yet the poem is concerned with life and praise. The implication of "wherein I 

live, 1 Wherein I die, not live" (4-5) suggests that what human beings think of as 

life is really death and what they think of as death is in reality more abundant life, 

this circular reasoning mirrored in the poem's circular structure. The poem, 

therefore, acts to transform a funerary wreath into a crown of life (Klawitter 20). 
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The poem raises the unspoken question, Whose wreath is it? The context 

suggests that it is every Christian's wreath marking the grave which will usher 

him or her into the presence of God in heaven. Death is thus the vehicle to carry 

the believer into the afterlife. The playfulness of the carefully worked structure 

and the joyous, musical tone arouse a sense of celebration rather than the 

mourning one would expect. The implication here is that while those left behind 

may mourn the passing of a loved one, for Christians, their own death is an 

occasion of pure joy. 

"Death" which follows explores the transformation that has taken place as death, 

once an " uncouth hideous thing", is now a source of happiness: 

Death, thou wast once an uncouth hideous thing, 
Nothing but bones, 

The sad effect of sadder grones: 
Thy mouth was open, but thou couldst not sing. (1-4) 

The humorously ironic tone serves to explode the shroud of mystery surrounding 

death. In the seventeenth century the word "uncouth" carried the meaning of not 

fully known or strange as well as its current meaning; hence, its use in the poem 

implies that the true nature of death is now exposed. In the past "we lookt on this 

side of thee" (9), seeing only the earthly remains left behind by "fledge souls" 

(1 I), but from the believer's new perspective beyond the grave, death's true 

nature is revealed. 

The context of the poem suggests this perspective yet the poem simultaneously 

gives the earthly perspective as well. Because of Christ, believers on this side of 

the grave can also know the true nature of death: 

But since our Saviours death did put some bloud 
Into thy face; 

Thou art grown fair and full of grace, 
Much in request, much sought for as a good. 
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For we do now behold thee gay and glad. (1 3-1 7) 

Hence, "we can go die as sleepV(21); whichever side of death believers find 

themselves on, there is peace and security. The interplay of these two 

perspectives gives the poem its depth and extends the deathllife correspondence of 

the preceding poem. 

The delightful personification of death, transformed by Christ from a hideous 

thing of bones and dust into a thing of beauty and grace, develops the cheerful 

tone as does the regular rhyme scheme and the frequent alliteration. This playful, 

almost carefree mode develops into the song-like tone of the following poem, the 

poems united by the images of dust and doomsday as well as by the joyful 

treatment of traditionally doleful subjects. 

The joyful melody of "Dooms-day" belies the sombreness of its title. The 

poem's repetition of "Come away", suggests the opening of Renaissance love 

songs (Martz, Poefry of Meditation 3 15) as well as the Song of Solomon: 

My beloved spake, and said unto me, Rise up, my love, my fair one, and 
come away. (2: 1 0) 

These associations carry the subtle implication that it is love calling the believer 

to come from the grave as Jesus called Lazarus from the tomb (John 11:43). 

However, use of the second person pronoun in "thy trumpet" (lo), "thy flock" 

(20) and the implications of the final lines suggest also the perspective of the 

believer, thus simultaneously presenting two perspectives. In this way, the poems 

of the sequence subtly evoke a reality different from and deeper than the linear 

reality of earthly life. Elements such as time and perspective are being 

transcended as a new dimension of life is entered. The music of the poem 

reinforces the image of the trumpet call to resurrection as the bones awake into 

newness of life: 
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Come away, 
Make no delay. 

Swnmon all the dust to rise, 
Till it stirre, and rubbe the eyes; 
While this member jogs the other, 
Each one whispring, Live you brother? (1-6) 

The theme of life in death explored in the previous two poems is here further 

developed as the believer awakes from death into resurrection life. The last 

reference in "The Church" to daily time is made here, "Come away, 1 Make this 

the day" (7-8), as the believer moves beyond time into eternity (Bienz 13). 

In "Judgement" the soul rises from the grave to face the final judgement 

described in the New Testament: 

And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books 
were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: 
and the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the 
books, according to their works. (Revelation 20: 12) 

The letter to the Hebrews makes clear that after the resurrection of the dead comes 

eternal judgement (6:2) and the poems follow this sequence. Although some may 

attempt to stand before God on their own merit, the speaker will claim Christ's 

substitutionary death and the impartation of his righteousness: 

But I resolve, when thou shalt call for mine, 
That to decline, 

~nd'thrust a Testament into thy hand: 
Let that be scann'd. 

There thou shalt finde my faults are thine. (1 1-1 5) 

The soul displays no fear in the presence of a holy God but rather supreme 

confidence, not in its own merit but in the fact that the blood of Christ has paid for 

its sins and secured its entry into heaven. 

The following poem shows that the soul's confidence is well founded. The echo- 

song "Heaven" positions the believer within sight of heaven where light, joy and 
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leisure are to be found. The reference to the Bible in the previous poem is taken 

up here, the "holy leaves" telling of the bliss to be found in heaven. The echo 

structure suggests community yet the personal pronouns are consistently singular, 

the poem thus giving the impression that heaven is approached on an individual 

basis but is open to many. The believer's words have an earthly perspective but 

the echo strips them of their shell to reveal the truth within (Seelig 41). In this 

way, the believer's words are transformed to express divine truth in the same way 

that the shell of the body falls away to reveal the spirit: 

Then tell me, what is that supreme delight? 
Echo. Light. 

Light to the minde: what shall the will enjoy? 
Echo. Joy. 

But are there cares and businesse with the pleasure? 
Echo.Leisure. 

Light, joy and leisure; but shall they persever? 
Echo.Ever. (1 3-20) 

The echo not only provides the answer but completes the rhyme, bringing 

harmony and cohesion to the soul's thoughts. Herbert's subtle touch is evident in 

the soul's unawareness that its questions contain the answers it seeks, that the 

seed of heaven is already within it even as it approaches heaven's portals. 

The theme of sacred play that has run through "The Church" culminates in this 

final sequence where the playful treatment of most of the poems demonstrates the 

complete joy and rest the soul has found in the presence of God. Herbert's love of 

variety is evident here. His playful forms include the knotting of" A Wreath", the 

ironic dialogue of "Death", humorous images like the bones jogging one another 

in " Dooms-day" and the playful echo format of " Heaven". Hence, the poems are 

hieroglyphs of the childlike joy and peace the soul has attained. 

The position of "Heaven" facing "Love [3]" conf~rms the setting of the final 

poem in the sequence. As the soul approaches heaven it hesitates, overwhelmed 
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by its sense of unworthiness and guilt, but God, personified as Love, assures and 

welcomes it: 

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back, 
Guiltie of dust and sinne. 

But quick-ey'd Love, observing me grow slack 
From my first entrance in, 

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning, 
If I lack'd any thing. (1-6) 

The dramatisation of this simple, almost domestic scene fully realises the 

relationship between the two protagonists. The intimate dialogue and quiet mood 

suggest a private occasion reminiscent of the lovers in the Song of Solomon. 

With the greatest simplicity, in monosyllables, Love reveals the nature of creation 

and redemption-"Who made the eyes but I? . . . who bore the blame?'(l2- 

15)-to show that these form the basis of the soul's invitation and not its personal 

worthiness. The soul's self-condemning introspection is turned by Love into 

contemplation of God md complete acceptance of his provision, bringing spiritual 

conflict to an end: 

You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat: 
So I did sit and eat. (17-1 8) 

Totally passive, the soul can only submit to God's power to transform it. There is 

no better example of Herbert's mastery of the plain style, the dialogue of "Love 

[3]" perfectly capturing the essence of prayer in its intimacy and sincerity. The 

use of verbs .in the past, present and hture tenses subtly evokes the new 

perspective of eternity where mortal time has been transcended. 

The strong liturgical echoes in "Love [3]" link it unmistakably to the Order for 

Holy Communion in The Book of Common Prayer. The Exhortation following 

the Homily refers to "the most comfortable Sacrament of the Body and Blood of 

Christ" : 
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to be by them received in remembrance of his meritorious Cross and 
Passion; whereby alone we obtain remission of our sins, and are made 
partakers of the Kingdom of heaven. . . . examine your lives and 
conversations by the rule of God's commandments; and whereinsoever ye 
shall perceive yourselves to have offended . . . bewail your own sinfulness 
and . . . confess yourselves to Almighty God. 

The second Exhortation refers to "being so lovingly called and bidden by God 

himself' as "a man [who] hath prepared a rich feast, decked his table with all 

kind of provision, so that there lacketh nothing but the guests to sit down." 

The poem's association of the soul's entry into heaven with the earthly practice of 

Holy Communion links the two perspectives, the liturgical practice looking 

forward to its heavenly fulfilment and the heavenly reality consummating the 

earthly practice. Hence, the culmination of the soul's decision to yield its will to 

the will of God is pictured as complete union with Christ both in this life, as it 

paftakes of Communion, and in heaven after death. 

As well as the strong liturgical echoes, many biblical associations enrich the 

poem. The marriage supper of the Lamb in the Book of Revelation (19:9) is 

suggested as is the parable of the great supper (Luke 14:16-24) and the story of 

the prodigal son returning to his father who prepares a feast for him to welcome 

him home (Luke 15: 1 1-24). These biblical allusions to homecoming, marriage 

and celebration add to the sense of closure and culmination the poem expresses. 

Thus, the final sequence of "The Church" pictures the believer entering the 

presence of God. In the Old Testament tabernacle, God's presence resided in the 

holy of holies beyond the veil hanging on the western side of the holy place (see 

Appendix D). The holy of holies was a room made of wood overlaid with gold. 

Its only piece of furniture was the ark of the covenant, a wooden box also overlaid 

with gold and housing three items: the ten commandments, Aaron's rod that 

budded and a pot of manna. The lid of the ark, called the mercy seat, was made of 
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solid gold with two golden angels, their wings outspread, facing each other on 

either side of the lid (Exodus 25: 10-22). The difference in light between the outer 

court and the holy place has already been noted, natural light giving way to 

artificial light. In the most holy place there was no natural or man-made light; 

the golden room was lit by the shekinah glory of God. The impact upon the priest 

as he passed from daylight to the golden glow of lamplight and finally within the 

veil into the supernatural light of God's presence must have been profound. This 

is the transition the poetry makes as the believer passes through the stages of the 

Christian life from carnality to spiritual maturity and finally, beyond the veil of 

death, into the presence of God. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 

THE CHURCH TTHROUGH HISTORY 

" The Church Militant" 

There has been much critical debate concerning the relationship of "The Church 

Militant" to The Temple. Some commentators consider the poem an integral part 

of the whole, while others argue that it is a completely separate entity. John 

David Walker, for example, argues that "The Church Militant" is "the climactic 

end of the soul's progress from earth to heaven" (304-5) while G. J. Weinberger 

asserts that it "is not a continuation of 'The Church-porch' and 'The Church', but 

a companion piece" (49). 

The manuscript evidence suggests that the poem is, in fact, a deliberate part of the 

whole design. As has been noted, it seems that Herbert used the verso position to 

indicate internal beginnings and the recto to indicate endings. Hence, each major 

sequence begins on a verso page and ends on a recto page. This pattern is 

violated only to indicate either that imbedding has occurred, where a sub- 

sequence is imbedded within a larger sequence, or to mark the beginning and end 

of the whole work. As has been noted in an earlier chapter, The Temple opens 

with "The Church-porch" on a recto page, and one could expect the collection to 

end on a verso page. In the Williams manuscript, although there are several blank 

pages between "The Church" and "The Church Militant", the latter poem begins 
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on a verso page and ends on the recto, the internal beginning and end positions, 

and "L7Envoy" breaks the pattern to conclude the whole work on the verso. In 

the manuscript, "Passio Discerpta" begins on the recto to indicate the beginning 

of a new work. 

What is to be made, then, of the blank pages preceding "The Church Militant"? 

A close inspection of the Williams manuscript reveals a mark across the top left 

corner at the beginning of "The Church-porch" and at the beginning of "The 

Church Militant", as if the blank notebook was marked to indicate where these 

poems were to begin so that they could be copied first and the poems of "The 

Church" copied later in the intervening space. If this were the case, it is possible 

that Herbert miscalculated the number of pages "The Church" would require. 

The blank pages would then be simply the product of this error of judgement. 

The amendments made to many of the poems indicate that the Williams 

manuscript was an early draft so such a miscalculation is entirely plausible. 

Augustinian number symbolism has been seen to play a significant role in the 

patterning of the poems and sequences of The Temple and it seems that in the 

overall shape of the collection it is no less significant. The Temple is structured 

around the number three, the number of the Trinity, and the word "Church" 

appears in the running title of each of its three sections, linking them 

unmistakably: "The Church-porch", "The Church", "The Church Militant". 

The central image of the church and the number three work together to give the 

central preoccupation of the poetry: the nature of the church as the dwelling place 

of God on earth. The poems of "The Church" picture the individual believer's 

struggle with sin and self-will while the "The Church Militant" describes the 

church as a whole, through the centuries of its history, wrestling with the sin and 

doctrinal error that persistently ensnare it. 
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However, "The Church Militant" does not seem to represent the holy of holies in 

the Hebraic temple as Walker suggests (290). Annabel Endicott argues that " The 

Church Militant" is not "the highest step in an ascending scale" and that it does 

not correspond even remotely to the temple's holy of holies. She quotes Donne to 

support her argument that the poem has more in common with the temple's porch 

than the holy of holies (" Structure" 361): 

Here in the militant Church, you stand in the porch, there in the 
triumphant, you shall stand in sancto sanctorum. 

It seems that "The Church Militant" is not "the climactic end" to The Temple as 

Walker asserts (304) but rather one of the panels framing the central focus, the 

other being "The Church-porch", and Endicott's observations support this 

reading. It is the final sequence of "The Church" which brings the work to its 

climax as the soul sits, fulfilled and at rest, in the presence of God. The function 

of "The Church Militant" is rather to bring the work to a satisfying close by 

identifying the entity into which the individual has been knitted. The poetry thus 

shows that the dwelling place of God is more than one believing heart; it is the 

body of believers who, through history, have worshipped and served God. 

The three major sections of the collection picture three different perspectives, 

each culminating in a significant moment in time. "The Church-porch" exhorts 

the soul to pursue its individual salvation and culminates with the novice on the 

threshold of the life of faith. "The Church" delineates the way of salvation for 

each individual believer which culminates, after death, in acceptance into heaven 

and the presence of God. Finally, "The Church Militant" traces the progress of 

church history which will culminate in the Day of Judgement (Weinberger 49). 

Walker observes the progress through The Temple from the objective, didactic 

tone of" The Church-porch" to the subjective point of view of "The Church" and 

the omniscient view in "The Church Militant" where God's perspective from 
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eternity is given (298). The opening lines of "The Church Militant" confirm this 

omniscient perspective: 

Almightie Lord, who from thy glorious throne 
Seest and rulest all things ev'n as one: 
The smallest ant or atome knows thy power, 
Known also to each minute of an houre. (1-4) 

In The Screwtape Letters, C. S. Lewis puts into the mouth of the demon, 

Screwtape, words which perfectly describe the perspective of "The Church 

Militant" : 

the Church as we [demons] see her spread out through all time and space 
and rooted in eternity, terrible as an army with banners. (15) 

The poem pictures the church at war, dogged by sin, and labouring on earth 

through time from its beginnings until the final judgement at the end of history. 

Stanley Stewart notes the timeless perspective of the speaker in "The Church 

Militant" who sees the present, past and future with equal clarity (364). The 

movement is hence from the limited perspective of time and space in "The 

Church-porch" and "The Church", to the eternal and infinite in "The Church 

Militant". In his Life Eternal or, A Treatise of the Knowledge of the Divine 

Essence and Attributes published in 1633, John Preston explains this omniscient 

view: 

A thousand yeares in his sight are but as yesterday, when it is past: that 
is, a thousand yeares that are to come, they are to him as past, they are 
nothing to him. And again, a thousand yeares that are past, are (as it were) 
present to him . . . to him all things are present. As he that stands upon an 
high mountaine, and lookes downe (it is a simile that the Schoole-men 
often use;) though to the passenger that goes by, some are before, some 
behinde, yet to him they are all present. So though one generation passeth, 
and another commeth; yet to God, that inhabits and stands upon eternity, 
they are the same, they are present, there is no difference. (1.159-60, 
quoted in Walker 305) 
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Liturgical echoes colour the poem. The title is not biblical but liturgical, taken 

from the Order for Holy Communion in The Book of Common Prayer where the 

priest invites the congregation to pray "for the whole state of Christ's Church 

militant here in earth." 

The poem is organised into rhyming couplets and divided into five sections, the 

end of each section marked by a refiain: "How deare to me, 0 God, thy counsels 

are! / Who may with thee compare?" This is a pastiche of lines from the Prayer 

Book version of the Psalms: 

How dear are thy counsels unto me, 0 God: 0 how great is the sum of 
them! (139:17) 

For who is he among the clouds: that shall be compared unto the Lord? 
(89:6) 

Psalm 139 is appointed to be read at Morning Prayer while Psalm 89 is to be read 

at Evening Prayer, so the refrain punctuates the poem periodically with liturgical 

echoes. These subtle but definite allusions to the liturgy suggest that the 

observations made by George Ryley in 171 5 may be significant: 

It is one of the many laudable customs of our English church, at the close of 
the devotion, to offer up a prayer for the whole state of Christ's church 
militant here on earth. I am apt to think that, in conformity hereto, our 
author, who was one of her devoutest members, after his affectionate and 
elaborate poems upon the church, does here add this heroic poem, which he 
styles "The Church Militant", which is partly historical and partly 
prophetical. (266-67) 

The chief protagonist of the poem is the Church, also referred to in the poem as 

Religion, personified as the Spouse of the Almighty: 

But above all, thy Church and Spouse doth prove 
Not the decrees of power, but bands of love. 
Early didst thou arise to plant this vine, 
Which might the more indeare it to be thine. 
Spices come from the East; so did thy Spouse, 
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Trimme as the light, sweet as the laden boughs 
Of Noahs shadie vine, chaste as the dove; 
Prepar'd and fitted to receive thy love. (9-16) 

The poem pictures the birth of Religion in the East, the patriarchs Noah, Abraham 

and Moses used by God until Solomon " finish'd and fixt the old religion" (22). 

Transformed by the cross of Christ, Religion travels to Egypt, a picture of the 

spread of Christianity from Jerusalem to Alexandria in the first century AD (37- 

44). As Religion spreads to Greece and then to Rome, she conquers political 

power and the arts, becoming the religion of the Roman Empire: 

In both of these Prowesse and Arts did tame 
And tune mens hearts against the Gospel came: 
Which using, and not fearing skill in thy one, 
Or strength in th' other, did erect her throne. (75-78) 

From the great ages of the Roman and Eastern churches to the rise of the Papacy, 

Religion travels to Spain and Germany and finally arrives in England (Weinberger 

52-53). 

Religion, however, is dogged by Sin, also personified, "breaking her peace, and 

tainting her good name" (106). Sin acts upon the Church in the same way that it 

has acted upon the individual throughout the previous sections of the collection, 

largely by way of vanity (Weinberger 50). g it dupes the Church into various forms 

of idolatry whereby she pays homage to the creation instead of its Creator: 

Ah, what a thing is man devoid of grace, 
Adoring garlick with an humble face. 
Begging his food of that which he may eat, 
Starving the while he worshippeth his meat! 
Who makes a root his god, how low is he, 
If God and man be sever'd infinitely! (1 1 1 - 16) 

Sin deceives, becoming poet and oracle (127-38), and finally invades the papacy 

using glory and pleasure to corrupt the Church: 
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From Egypt he took pettie deities, 
From Greece oracular infallibilities, 
And fiom old Rome the libertie of pleasure 
By free dispensing of the Churches treasure. 
Then in memorial1 of his ancient throne 
He did surname his palace, Babylon. (1 77-82) 

Sin's triumph over the Church is clear; yet the poem's panoramic perspective 

reveals that this triumph is only momentary; judgement will come and the 

Church will arise triumphant at last by the grace of God. 

A parallel structure is evident in the poem, the first two sections dealing with the 

Church's movement from the east to England, while the next two sections show 

the similar movement of Sin as he relentlessly pursues the Church. As parallelism 

is a major structural principle of the Bible, this may be another example of 

Herbert's deliberate mirroring of biblical technique. In fact, "The Church 

Militant" employs parallelism at every level, from the rhyming couplets to these 

larger parallel sections of the work. In the final section, in his relentless pursuit of 

the Church, Sin becomes Religion: 

Thus Sinne triumphs in Western Babylon; 
Yet not as Sinne, but as Religion. (21 1-12) 

Using another biblical technique, the poem's only triplet brings the prophetic 

climax: 

That when they have accomplished their round, 
And met in th' east their first and ancient sound, 
Judgement may meet them both & search them round. (267-69) 

Here in the last section of the poem, as the Church is poised to travel westward to 

America with Sin closely on her heels, the controversial lines which held up the 

printing of the first edition are to be found. Alan Maycock records the demand 

made by the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cambridge to delete the couplet 

referring to America: 
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Religion stands on tip-toe in our land 
Readie to passe to the American strand. (235-36) 

Fortunately, Nicholas Ferrar, The Temple's first editor, held his ground, refusing 

to allow any tampering with the original text, and eventually the book was 

published intact (Maycock 235). 

Presumably, "L'Envoy" is an integral part of "The Church Militant" as, in the 

Williams manuscript, the poem appears under the running title of "The Church 

Militant". The poem opens with an allusion to Psalm 46:9: "He maketh wars to 

cease unto the end of the earth" : 

King of Glorie, King of Peace, 
With .the one make warre to cease; 
With the other blesde thy sheep; 
Thee to love, in thee to sleep. (1-4) 

The rhyming couplets of" The Church Militant" continue but the rhythm changes 

fiom iambic pentameter to trochaic tetrameter. As the vast majority of the poetry 

in The Temple is written in iambic meter, the change here is very distinct. The 

lines have seven syllables, the number of perfection and the Holy Spirit according 

to Augustine, except for the last couplet whose six-syllable lines symbolise 

mankind (see Appendix E). Hence, the numeric structure of " L'Envoy" suggests 

the union of God and mankind, the praises of his people anointed by the Holy 

Spirit bringing glory and honour to God: 

Blessed be God alone, 
Thrice blessed Three in One. 

The Temple closes on this note of rejoicing in the one who is able to destroy sin 

and fiee his people fiom its snares, the king of glory and peace who has died to set 

his people at liberty. 



CONCLUSION 

The Temple is a richly complex work with a significant and elaborate structure, its 

structural complexity reflecting a mode of thinking that was typical of the early 

seventeenth century. The evidence suggests that Herbert's ideas about form were 

shaped by rhetorical structures and spatial concepts in memory training, by the 

structure of formal meditation and by catechistical structures. It seems that the 

widely held belief that symmetry and proportion were attributes of beauty and 

expressions of moral order also influenced the structure of the work as did the 

emblematic tradition and Augustine's theories about symbolic numbers. 

The collection is organised around the basic framework of three sections, two 

lengthy poems, "The Church-porch" and "The Church Militant" framing the 

central section, "The Church". This framework, like a skeleton, supports and gives 

shape to the whole. The central position of "The Church" places it as the focus of 

the collection, and this is reinforced by the plain style of the two longer poems 

which throws into relief the elaborate central section. The symmetry of the 

tripartite structure and the significance of the number three are heightened by the 

small sequence at the very centre of the collection comprising " Sion" , "Home" and 

"The British Church". The Renaissance habit of placing the significant defining 

image at the centre is evident here, both in the larger structural organisation and the 

small central sequence, the structure at both levels reinforcing the main organising 

image of the collection, which is the church. The number three, the number of the 

Trinity according to Augustine (see Appendix E), suggests the theme the poetry 

explores in great detail, that the church belongs to God, that it begins and ends in 

God, and that it is his dwelling place on earth. 
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The collection is thus defined by this static tripartite structure and organised 

unmistakably into the three sections by the running titles evident in both the 

Williams and Bodleian manuscripts. However, within "The Church" the 

organisation is not static but dynamic and fluid. The poems seem to be organised 

into seven major sequences distinguishable by distinctive marker poems and 

thematic ties. In many places, it appears that sub-sequences are embedded within 

larger sequences, or, as in the Antiphon sequence, clusters of poems are embedded 

within clusters like a series of Chinese boxes. Sequences inform and overlap one 

another, and are comprised of poems ordered sequentially or scattered throughout 

neighbouring sequences. 

Although the poems are organised into sequences in this way, "The Church" reads 

like a seamless, continuous piece, close links between poems knitting the work into 

one continuous whole. Many commentators have noted the smooth transitions 

between poems, and the preceding pages have recorded many specific instances of 

Herbert's manipulation of imagery, rhyme, meter and key words to ensure the 

unbroken flow of ideas throughout the collection. Nevertheless, distinct sequences 

are apparent, and this ability of the poet to create distinct sequences without 

breaking the continuity of the poetry is one of the hallmarks of his verse. Thus, 

Herbert weaves the tapestry of the work, undoubtedly one continuous piece yet with 

myriad designs and groupings enriching the poetry and deepening its themes. 

In his biography of the poet, Izaak Walton records Herbert's description of the 

poetry as: 

a picture of the many spiritual conflicts that have passed betwixt God and 
my soul, before I could subject mine to the will of Jesus my master: in 
whose service I have now found pedect freedom. (223) 

Wengen-Shute notes that Herbert is speaking in the words of the second Collect of 

Morning Prayer in The Book of Common Prayer which begins (27-28): 



0 God, who art the author of peace and lover of concord, in knowledge of 
whom standeth our eternal life, whose service is perfect freedom. 

Herbert must have heard or read these words daily throughout his life and his use of 

them here indicates two things: firstly, that he had found personal freedom in the 

daily discipline of serving God; and secondly, that The Temple is his attempt to 

record this paradox. For Herbert, serving God meant submitting his will to the will 

of God. It meant disciplining himself to conform to the forms of worship and the 

whole framework of behaviour specified in The Book of Common Prayer and the 

teachings of the Church of England, such as reading Morning Prayer every day. Yet 

he asserts that within the confines of liturgical practice, and, more importantly, 

within the cofines of the will of God, he found perfect freedom. His expression of 

this revelation in the poetry is twofold: it appears in the thematic focus of much of 

the verse, and it appears also in the structural organisation of the work where the 

confines of the outer tripartite structure contain a freedom of expression in an 

extraordinary variety of poems and sequences. This symbolic use of structure to 

mirror freedom within strict form is the hub of Herbert's genius. 

The rationale behind the patterning of sequences within "The Church" may be 

understood by a close examination of "The Church-floore", a poem from the 

Antiphon sequence, which describes in some detail the neat patterning of the 

church floor. In fact, "The Church-floore" could be considered a microcosm of 

"The Church". In the poem, dust settles upon the floor partially concealing the 

pattern of black and speckled marble squares, but death blows the dust away to 

reveal the pattern once more: 

Sometimes Death, puffing at the doore, 
Blows all the dust about the floore: 

But while he thinks to spoil the room, he sweeps. (1 6-1 8) 

Dust is a biblical image of mortality and Herbert uses it as such in " The Church- 

floore". In this poem Herbert makes explicit the parallel he is drawing 

throughout the poetry between the church building and the human heart. As the 
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dust settles on the beautifully patterned floor so the carnal nature of man sullies 

the heart, but death eliminates the carnal tendency towards sin and selfishness so 

that the pure heart may live in eternity with its Maker. In the poetry this is 

pictured in the patterning of the sequences which is clearer towards the beginning 

of "The Church" but becomes indistinct in the Carnal sequence. The patterning 

is subtle but more evident in the following sequences until, in the last sequence, 

which pictures death and life in heaven, the patterning is once more very clear. 

Thus, the lack of distinct patterning in the Carnal sequence is symbolic of the 

theme Herbert is developing, form mirroring content in a rich interplay of 

associations. 

Although the patterning of sequences in "The Church" is subtle, it is my contention 

that Herbert did not intend it to be obscure, but that he placed important visual cues 

within the work to guide the reader. Unfortunately, he was not alive to supervise the 

printing of the first edition and it seems that his full intentions were not carried out. 

Evidence fiom the Williams manuscript suggests that Herbert intended sequences to 

begin on verso pages and end on recto pages, the visual impact of facing pages 

reinforcing links between poems and aiding the reader's understanding of the 

sequential arrangement of the poems. It is to be hoped that a future editor will 

publish the collection following the guidelines for layout established in the Williams 

manuscript so that readers will finally be able to experience the work as Herbert 

intended. Yet, even given the limitations of the editions available to us, The Temple 

has a far greater impact when read as a whole than when read piecemeal, as T. S. 

Eliot maintained: 

The Temple is something more than a number of religious poems by one 
author: it was, as the title is meant to imply, a book constructed according to 
a plan; and as we get to know Herbert's poems better, we come to find that 
there is something we get from the whole book, which is more than the sum 
of its parts. What has at first the appearance of a succession of beautiful but 
separate lyrics, comes to reveal itself as a continued religious meditation 
with an intellectual framework . . . So in the end, I, for one, cannot admit 
that Herbert can be called a 'minor' poet: for it is not of a few favourite 
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poems that I am reminded when I think of him, but of the whole work. (On 
Poets and Poetry 45-46) 

Informing the sequential organisation of the poetry is a series of organising 

images which deepen the impact of the arrangement. These include the Hebraic 

tabernacle, the building and liturgy of the Church of England, the Bible, the 

people of God and the individual believer. Significantly, all the organising 

images are symbolic of Jesus. The structure of the tabernacle as recorded in the 

Book of Exodus is symbolic of Christ in every detail as commentators such as 

David Cartledge and Kevin J. Connor have demonstrated. The building and liturgy 

of the Church of England both point to Jesus; the building is the place where he is 

worshipped and every aspect of the liturgy celebrates his finished work. The Bible, 

of course, is the record of Christ's activity on behalf of mankind, the first chapter of 

John's gospel showing that Christ is, in fact, the Word made flesh. The people of 

God comprise his Body, while he lives, the Bible says, within each believing heart. 

Thus, Herbert aimed to keep Christ at the centre of the work and to glorify him in so 

doing. 

One of the poetry's prime concerns is to trace the development of the individual 

believer and to show that the objective of the Christian life is to become Christ-like 

by completely surrendering self-will to the will of God. The development of the 

believer's prayer life is a key to understanding the progress being made in the 

spiritual life, as self-focused prayer becomes increasingly Christ-focused and 

prayer becomes a two-way conversation. In some poems it is God who initiates 

prayer, and the believer develops an increased sensitivity to hearing God's voice 

until it is God who speaks as the believer sits at rest and listens. A role reversal 

takes place as the poetry progresses, the speaker increasingly taking the passive 

role while God is active. As the believer enters more fully into the spiritual life 

and becomes Christ-like, she  becomes a place where God can live and be 

revealed. 
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Repeatedly, the Bible describes the individual believer as a microcosm of the 

Hebraic temple, the place of God's presence (see, for example, 1 Peter 2 5 ,  1 

Corinthians 3:16, 2 Corinthians 5:l). In the poetry, Herbert draws the same 

parallel, picturing the individual heart as the dwelling place of God. On the larger 

scale, Christ dwells in his Body, the church, as once he dwelt in the tabernacle and 

temple. Likewise, he inhabits his word and his word saturates the liturgy. In The 

Temple all of these associations are suggested. It is the place of God's presence 

that is the concern of the poetry. The temple, as the Bible shows, is much more 

than a static building; it is a living organism---on one level, a human heart, on 

another, a network, of believers across history. In the content of the poetry and in 

the structure of the collection Herbert pictures this functioning organism, the 

dwelling place of God. 
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APPENDIX D 

THE OLD TESTAMENT TABERNACLE 
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APPENDIX E 

AUGUSTINIAN NUMBER SYMBOLISM 

 

Source: 

Augustine. A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian 
Church. E&. Philip Schaff. Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, n.d. [first published 
1886 by The Christian Literature Co, Buffalo]. 14 vols. 
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APPENDIX F 

SOME EXAMPLES OF EMBLEMS FROM THE SIXTEENTH AND SEVENTEENTH 
CENTURIES 

 

Source: Geoffrey Whitney, A Choice of Emblems, 6. 



1 

Source: Francis Quarles, Quarles ' Emblems, 187-89. 
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Source: Henry Peacham, Minerva Britanna, 23. 
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Source: Henry Peacham, Minewa Britanna, 40. 
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APPENDIX G 

ALTAR POEMS IN ANCIENT GREEK AND LATIN TEXTS 

r64SI ]~  

u x c 8 6 ~ r u  

Source: The Greek Bucolic Poets 5 11, quoted in Westerweel Patterns and Patterning 69-70. 
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Source: Boultenhouse, "Poems in the Shapes of Things" 72, trans. Glanville Downey, quoted in 
Westerweel, Patterns and Patterning 69-71. 



APPENDIX H 

THE WING POEM OF SIMMIAS OF RHODES 

 

Source: The Greek Bucolic Poets 493 trans. J .  M. Edrnonds quoted in Patterns and 
Patterning 73-74. Edmonds explains: "The poem seems to have been inscribed on the wings of a 
statue---perhaps a votive statue-representing Love as a bearded child" (491). 
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" Easter-wings" in Hutchinson's edition. 
, 
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APPENDIX K 

THE SCHOLA CORDIS 

Source: Francis Quarles, Emblems, Divine and Moral; The School of the Heart; and 
Hieroglyphics of the Life ofMan, 239-363. 
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