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George Herbert and
the Phenomenology of Grace

by Michael Martin

Thus grace constitutes the most proper depth of the will —
interior intimo meo — as well as its most intimate stranger.
— Jean-Luc Marion'

In both its architecture and in what can be called its metaphysical
substance, George Herbert’s The Temple is a profound and extended
contemplation of the ways in which God works in (and into) the life of
the Christian. In a manner perhaps unique in devotional poetry, in this
carefully structured collection of poems Herbert attempts to transcend
theological debate and, instead, strives to disclose the immanental
qualities and experiences of a life in God, particularly in his poetic
illustrations of the movements and permutations of grace. Herberts
spirituality is thoroughly enmstatic, a term used by the Victorine
theologian Thomas Gallus (c. 1200-46) to describe a spiritual state in
which “Still contained within itself and sober, the soul yet desires that
which exceeds its capacities and, indeed, even its nature.”* As opposed
to ecstatic varieties of spirituality which take the believer out of himself
or herself, Herbert’s modest method of approaching God requires that
he abide in himself, attending to and awaiting on the movements of
grace when and as they come. The Temple, then, functions as a kind of
spiritual picture book providing illustrations — and not explanations —
of God’s gentle theophantic entrances into the life of the Christian,
tracing a simultaneously languaged and existential event that could be
called “a chiastic point where two extremes cross paths.”

Taking a phenomenological reading of Herbert as my starting
point, in this article I explore Herbert's The Temple as a space for a
variety of encounters with God, encounters figured by a double
intentionality: from Herbert’s (the speaker’s) side showing the
struggles, anxieties, and uncertainties attendant to religious belief;
and from “God’s side” disclosing a “phenomenology of grace.” By
calling what I find in Herbert a “phenomenology of grace,” however,
I do not mean to suggest that the poet was working in a Husserlian
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idiom avant le lettre, that he was in any way anticipating
developments in early twentieth century philosophy. Rather, my
claim is that Herbert was exploring the ways in which grace actually
unfolds in the lives of believers, that he was interested in grace as
phenomenon. In his attention to the phenomenology of grace in 7he
Temple, Herbert opens for his reader an opportunity for thinking
about the possibility of religious experience and, as we shall see in at
least one documented case, access to religious experience itself. Like
prayer, Herbert’s poetry is nothing if not a dialogue with the
absolutely Other.

Surprised by Grace

One of the ways that Herbert figures grace in the poems of The
Témple is in the “element of surprise” that inhabits the verse. As readers
of Herbert are familiar, nearly every poem in the collection somewhere
holds a surprise, an “aha!” moment, so much so that the reader
anticipates it. This phenomenon is most apparent, even prior to
reading them, in the visual poems, such as “The Altar” and “Easter-
wings,” whose clever construction and obvious charm awaken delight
in the reader, a strategy also present in less anthologized poems such as
“The Water-course,” “Anagram of the Virgin Marie,” and “Jesu.”
“Coloss. 3.3” performs a similar trick, showing how grace lies within
the larger forum of what is ostensibly a rather straightforward stanza
block. Indeed, the very “blockiness” of “Colossians 3:3” — visually a
block of text — and the grace-full message contained within it work
together to unfold this religious sensibility: that grace can be found,
not only in the extraordinary (as in the more charmingly shaped
poems) but also in the seeming ordinary. This is also the case in
“Paradise,” with its incremental pruning of letters from the final word
of each stanza’s first line in order reveal an insight hidden within the
word. This religious aesthetic is most explicitly illustrated in the
poem’s fourth stanza, which moves from a contemplation of reduction
and sacrifice (“SPARE,” “PARE”) to a discovery of being (“ARE”):

When thou dost greater judgements SPARE,
And with thy knife but prune and PARE,
Ev'n fruitfull trees more fruitfull ARE. (Il. 10-12)*
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These poems unfold an immanent quality in writing, in nature, in
language itself, and even in alleged human agency: God and God’s
grace lurk within creation — in terms of human art as well as of the
natural world — and springs forth in moments of surprise and insight,
of reassurance and delight. Despite Herbert’s habitual meditations on
affliction and suffering, these moments of grace in the poems disclose
God’s portion not only in the writing of them, but, more importantly
for George Herbert the pastor, they also illustrate God’s activity in the
life of the Christian.

Another clever — and very subtle — manipulation of structure
designed to reveal the immanence of God comes in the sonnet “H.
Baptisme” (I). Here, Herbert modifies the conventional structure of the
sonnet form to lead the reader into a cosmological-theological meditation
on both the baptism of Christ and the baptism of the Christian.

As he that sees a dark and shadie grove,
Stayes not, but looks beyond it on the skie;
So when I view my sinnes, mine eyes remove
More backward still, and to the water flie,
Which is above the heav’ns, whose spring and vent
Is in my deare Redeemers pierced side.
O blessed streams! either ye do prevent
And stop our sinnes from growing thick and wide,
Or else give tears to drown them, as they grow.
In you Redemption measures all my time,
And spreads the plaister equall to the crime.
You taught the Book of Life my name, that so
What ever future sinnes should me miscall,
Your first acquaintance might discredit all.

The interesting thing about this sonnet is that it is backward. The volta,
which traditionally comes after the eighth line, here appears following
the sixth which Herbert accentuates with the exclamation “O blessed
streams!” So, irrespective of the rhyme scheme, the sestet comes first,
followed by the octave. This shift in perspective coincides with the
poem’s argument. The opening lines feature an observer of heaven.
Quickly the speaker’s attention turns to the water “above the heav'ns”
descending from Christ. Then, rather than the observer seeking
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heaven, heaven comes to the observer, performing a kind of poetic
“contrary motion,” an idea Herbert would have known from his
proficiency in music. When he writes “more backward still” (. 4),
Herbert not only constructs a line of verse, but he also wryly comments
on his aesthetic for the poem.

The notion of running backward also has theological significance,
and one which Herbert would have encountered in Aquinas’s Carena
aurea, the collection of biblical commentary the Angelic Doctor
collected from the Church Fathers — a handy resource for a preacher
like Herbert. Catena aurea, along with Lyras Postilla litteralis super
totam bibliam (1322-31) and the Glossa ordinaria (cwelfth century),
was one of the most popular patristic resources consulted by early
modern preachers. Herberts friend John Donne sometimes turned to
Aquinas’s collation, so it is not much of a stretch to suggest that
Herbert did as well.” In the book, Aquinas includes a passage attributed
to Augustine’s teacher Ambrose on Matthew’s account of Christ’s
baptism (Matthew 3:13-15):

Scripture tells of many wonders wrought at various times in
this river; as that, among others, in the Psalms, Jordan, was
driven backwards; [Ps. 114:3] before the water was driven
back, now sins are turned back in its current; as Elijah divided
the waters of old, so Christ the Lord wrought in the same
Jordan the separation of sin.?

In both Herbert’s poem and in Ambrose’s commentary, sins are held in
check or driven backward in baptism. In addition, the “blessed streams”
of Herberts poem also have Eucharistic implications, being derived, as
they are, from the “Redeemers pierced side” (I. 6). Herbert turns the
theological and mystical insight of Ambrose into a clever performative
strategy for constructing the poetry of religious experience.

The Still, Small Voice

A second way in which Herbert figures the movement of grace in
the poems of The Temple comes in his representations of the experience
of theophantic insight, the manifestation of the “still, small voice.”
Herbert’s template for the experience is derived from 1 Kings, Elijah’s
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experience of the presence of God through a whisper, and not through
the pyrotechnics of earthquake and fire: “And, behold, the LORD passed
by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and brake in pieces
the rocks before the LORD; but the LORD was not in the wind: and after
the wind an earthquake; but the LORD was not in the earthquake: And
after the earthquake a fire; but the LORD was not in the fire: and after
the fire a still small voice” (1 Kings 19:11-12; Authorized Version).
Some poems in The Temple feature God as the sole speaker, as is the
case with “The Sacrifice,” “An Offering,” and, at second hand, “The
Pulley.” Others feature a dialectical tension between God and the
human speaker, as seen in “Dialogue,” “The Banquet,” and perhaps
most powerfully in “Love” (III). But with the “still, small voice”
convention, Herbert figures the entrance of God into the poem and
into both the speaker’s and, importantly, the reader’s awareness. In
these poems, God, as it were, takes over the poem from the speaker,
illustrating Herbert’s understanding of at least one way God interacts
with the believer. But Herbert cannot make these theophanies, these
presences (parousia) of God, work rhetorically without also providing a
poetic framework depicting God’s absences.

In his contemplation of the presence/absence tension present in
the Christian’s relationship to God, Herbert draws upon medieval
mystical and poetic traditions grounded in the religious aesthetic found
in the Song of Songs.” In the Song of Songs, for instance, the female
Lover finds herself in a great deal of anguish due to the Beloved’s
disappearance: “I opened to my beloved; but my beloved had
withdrawn himself, and was gone: my soul failed when he spake: I
sought him, but I could not find him; I called him, but he gave me no
answer” (5:6). Herbert voices a similar sentiment in “Deniall”:

As good go any where, they say,
As to benumme
Both knees and heart, in crying night and day,
Come, come, my God, O come,
But no hearing. (1. 11-15)

The speaker’s anxiety is palpable, and Herbert emphasizes this anxiety
by the repetition of “But no hearing,” the only reoccurring line in the
poem. The agony of separation from God only adds power to the
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speaker’s metaphysical desire when communion with the divine finally
arrives. As Herbert writes in “The Glimpse,” with obvious Eucharistic
overtones, “Thy short abode and stay / Feeds not, but adds to the desire
of meat” (1. 11-12).

One of the clearest poetic expositions of the absence/presence
dynamic in 7he Temple appears in “The Search.” In this poem, Herbert
borrows heavily from the Song of Songs, echoing its sweet despair of
anxious separation:

Whither, O, whither art thou fled,
My Lord, my Love?
My searches are my daily bread;
Yet never prove. (Il. 1-4)

This absence, however, bears with it a grief which nevertheless connects

the speaker to God,

Since then my grief must be as large,
As is thy space,
Thy distance from me; see my charge,
Lord, see my case. (Il. 45-48)

In the poem (and in a good deal of Christian mysticism) God’s presence
underlies his absences — the one implies the other, and eventually, as the
poet and preacher phrases it, a tangible assurance arrives, “Making two
one” (I. 60). This is the assurance at which the Herbertian speaker
arrives in this poem, but “Longing,” a poem that occurs earlier in the
sequence of “The Church,” painfully lacks assurance.

“Longing” is, appropriately, one of the longer poems in the collection,
eighty-four lines of the speaker’s Job-like lamentation over God’s absence
and seeming indifference. It opens in despair and complaint:

With sick and famisht eyes,
With doubling knees and weary bones,
To thee my cries,
To thee my grones,
To thee my sighs, my tears ascend:

No end? (Il. 1-6)
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From despair and complaint the poem moves on — to more despair and
complaint. The poem, indeed, is, in its length and painful irresolution,
performative of its title. The speaker’s despair borders on blasphemy as
he accuses his God:

Thou tarriest, while I die,
And fall to nothing: thou dost reigne,
And rule on high,
While I remain
In bitter grief: yet am I stil'd
Thy childe. (Il. 54-60)

Unlike most of the poems in The Temple, “Longing” has no moment of
respite, no turn of grace that offers consolation to the speaker (or
reader). Instead, the poem ends with an entreaty that God “heal my
troubled breast which cryes, / Which dyes” (Il. 83-84).

Grierson has observed that “the central theme” of Herbert’s poetry
“is the psychology of his religious experiences.”® This is a valuable
insight, but I think “phenomenology of his religious experiences” is
more to the point. Interpreting them as purely psychological implies
that a kind of spiritual self-centeredness, which is not at all what
interests Herbert. At the very least, Herbert crafted and arranged 7%e
Temple with pastoral care in mind: he is concerned with showing his
readers — perhaps even more than he is with showing himself — the way
God works in human life, another reason to resist a “psychological”
reading." This is why Herberts themes echo and reverberate
throughout the sequence, disclosing a method in which they “acquire
meaning from their relations and interactions with each other.””
Indeed, “The Bag,” the poem immediately following “Longing,” opens
with the words “Away despair! my gracious Lord doth heare” (L. 1),
speaking directly to the dramatic situation of “Longing.” Clearly,
Herbert arranged this and other sections of “The Church” with all the
deliberation and foresight of a playwright, and what he says of the Bible
in “The H. Scriptures” (II) can easily be said for The Temple as a whole:
“This verse marks that, and both do make a motion / Unto a third, that
ten leaves off doth lie” (II. 5-6). After “The Bag” follows “The Jews,” a
short poem that allows the poetic tension to settle before it returns en
force in “The Collar.” It is no accident that the despair of “Longing”
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resurfaces three poems later in “The Collar.” But in “The Collar,”
unlike “Longing,” the despair morphs into open hostility toward the
silent divinity — and then comes to a most startling resolution.

“The Collar” is one of Herbert’s most anthologized poems and one
which has received an extraordinary amount of critical attention over
the years. As Louis Martz has noticed, “The Collar” opens in a mood
of open blasphemy and unfolds in a perversion of Eucharistic imagery.*
EE. Hutchinson called the poem, somewhat anachronistically, an
“carly example of wvers libre” (p. 530), a reading Joseph Summers
famously rejected, describing the poem instead as an experiment in
“hieroglyphic form.”” Herbert’s speaker rages throughout the poem.
He accuses God of abandonment and indifference, “Is the yeare onely
lost to me? / Have I no bayes to crown it?” (Il. 14-15). Furthermore,
the speaker abandons notions of both virtue and sinfulness: “leave
thy cold dispute,” he tells himself, “Of what is fit, and not. Forsake thy
cage” (Il. 20-21), the cage in question here representing the Church
as well as the priesthood. Herbert figures here a state of hot rebellion, as
his insolent speaker dares God to prove himself. But then the still small
voice arrives:

But as I ravd and grew more fierce and wilde
At every word,
Me thoughts I heard one calling, Child!
And I replyd, My Lord. (1. 33-35)

God’s intrusion into the poem and into the life of the speaker is not a
consequence of the speaker’s rational assessment of the situation, nor is
it a result of the speaker’s pragmatic acceptance of things as they are,
nor an answer to prayer, and it is certainly not due to merit. Indeed,
there is no reason why the poem, according to its own emotional
trajectory, should end in this way and so abruptly. Throughout the
poem the speaker grows “more fierce and wilde / At every word,”
including rhe Word. The speaker, then, according to his behavior,
clearly does not deserve that God should grant him comfort. But God
nevertheless does, freely bestowing grace on his suffering servant with
only a single word, “Child,” which is why Herbert transforms the near
blasphemy of the rage against the word/Word by rhyming it with
“Lord,” uttered by the speaker under the influence of this sanctifying
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grace.'® Herbert also utilizes the still, small voice in “Jordan” (II). But
one of his more startling uses of the figure appears in “Artillerie,” where
Herbert plays against his own still, small voice convention, figuring a
kind of spiritual experience with a very different interlocutor.

The critical history of “Artillerie” is relatively skimpy, though both
Richard Strier and Michael Schoenfeldt have given the poem some
attention, the former reading it as Herbert’s argument against
rationalism in matters of faith and the latter questioning the
appropriation of military terminology as a mode for treating the
“negotiations that occur between mortals and God.”” Unlike “The
Collar” and “Jordan” (II), the disembodied voice of “Artillerie” does not
arrive with the spiritual resolution of a conflict at the end of the poem,
but is accompanied by very real (though metaphoric) fireworks in the
first stanza:

As I one ev’ning sat before my cell,
Me thoughts a starre did shoot into my lap.
I rose, and shook my clothes, as knowing well,
That from small fires comes oft no small mishap.
When suddenly I heard one say,
Do as thou usest, disobey,
Expell good motions from thy breast,
Which have the face of fire, but end in rest. (1. 1-8)

The words uttered by the voice here do not sound very “God-like.”
Indeed, they come off as cavalier, a little sarcastic, absolutely counter to
what one would expect from a loving God. Hutchinson reads the
falling star of “Artillerie” as a “divine impulse,” made of fire and,
therefore, suggestive of “danger and disturbance”(p. 526), whereas
Robert Ellrodt sees God as the co-speaker.”® A close reading of the
poem, however, points in another direction. My contention is that
the voice does not belong to God. Rather, the speaker here is Lucifer, the
fallen angel, in the guise of a fallen star. The poem clearly alludes to
the “falling star” Lucifer of Isaiah and Luke: “How art thou fallen from
heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! how art thou cut down to the
ground, which didst weaken the nations!” (Isaiah 14:12) and “I beheld
Satan as lightning fall from heaven” (Luke 10:18). This, and not a

mystical dialogue with God, is the poem’s mise-en-scéne.
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In the second stanza of “Artillerie,” the speaker resists the
invitation of the Tempter:

I, who had heard of musick in the spheres,
But not of speech in starres, began to muse:
But turning ro my God, whose ministers
The starres and all things are; If I refuse,
Dread Lord, said 1, 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. (Il. 9-16; my emphasis)

Lucifer, like Satan in the Book of Job, also works — indirectly, so to
speak — under Divine Providence as “a minister” (angelos). If not a
member in good standing, Satan, despite his cosmic demotion, is still
associated with the angelic hierarchy: “Now there was a day when the
sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan
came also among them” (Job 1:6). Herbert’s speaker knows what he is
dealing with and resists the temptation to “expel good motions” from
his breast: he turns away from the talking star and zward God. This
explains why Herbert’s speaker is in such a hurry to shake the fallen star
from his clothes, “knowing well, / That from small fires comes oft no
small mishap” (ll. 2-3).

This is not to say that temptation is a bad thing in and of itself. As
Herbert’s contemporary and fellow Anglican clergyman Jeremy Taylor
has it and as Herbert would have agreed, “tempration is the
opportunity of virtue and a crown.” God allows Lucifer (pride) to
tempt the speaker. Lucifer, then, is God’s volley in the artillery of the
poem. The only response the speaker can make — his “artillery” — is
found in his “tears and prayers” (. 19), as temptation successfully
resisted, like affliction, leads one to rely more fully on God, a theme
of Herbert’s verse. Importantly, for Herbert the encounter with God,
though freely bestowed on the believer, follows a period of spiritual
struggle. It does not precede it. As 1 Kings explains it and as
“Artillerie” affirms, truly, “the LORD was not in the fire.” God,
certainly, is present even in apparent absence, but, as Herbert suggests,
the believer needs first to become aware of a need for God in order to
appreciate the encounter.
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Herbert and the Eucharist

The clearest examples of the Christians encounter with God in
The Temple are found in the many poems that describe that encounter
in terms of the Eucharist. It is impossible to read through the body of
poems comprising The Temple and avoid noticing the importance of the
Eucharist to Herbert’s spirituality. Though the Eucharistic aesthetic of
the collection is impossible to ignore (or, perhaps, because of it), critical
attention has attempted to problematize what does not appear to be
very problematic for Herbert, at least (though he was certainly
concerned with the debates concerning the Eucharist in his lifetime).
Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt have examined the
importance of debates about the nature of the Eucharist in early
modern Europe, seeing in them a drive for dominance and control,
while Richard Strier has tried harder than most to complicate Herbert’s
attention to the Eucharist, interpreting Herbert as a “thoroughgoing
Calvinist” when it comes to the Lord’s Supper. In his influential study,
Love Known: Theology and Experience in George Herberts Poetry, Strier,
in his own words, “militates strongly against a specifically Eucharistic
reading” of Herbert, while acknowledging that “Herbert frequently
uses Eucharistic-sounding language — metaphorically,” and the critic
has stuck to this interpretive position.! R.V. Young has called Strier’s
“Calvinist hypothesis” into question, noting, among other things, that,
in addition to Herbert’s preoccupation with the Eucharist, his love for
formal licurgy also puts him in opposition to Calvinism’s distrust of
ceremony.”? Heather Asals, similarly, has argued that Herbert’s verse “is
eucharistic because it concentrates the ‘creature’ of language as the
ontological bridge to the divine” and Rosemond Tuve has identified
“the blood of the Eucharist” as “a mystery always to the forefront of
Hebert’s mind.”” Some critics, it is true, have argued for the primacy
of scripture as an influence in Herbert’s poetry, ** and while it is hard
to deny the importance of the Bible to his work, such a fact should
come as no surprise — and acknowledging the importance of the Bible
to Herbert does absolutely nothing to diminish the importance of the
Eucharist to him. Though some scholars have followed Strier, the general
consensus is that the Sacrament is the focal point of Herbert’s religion.”
The evidence is, quite simply, overwhelming. As Herberts friend
Lancelot Andrewes phrased it, and as Herbert’s poetry testifies, “the
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holy Eucharist . . . is the corner-stone of the Law and the Gospel.”*
Adding to this critical argument, my claim is that, for George
Herbert, the Eucharist stands as the most tangible proof of God’s
presence in the world, the central and most readily available locus for
access to grace.

Before examining the Eucharistic aesthetic Herbert upholds, it is
important first to notice the difference between how wine is
represented in “The Church-porch” section of The Temple as opposed
to its many appearances in “The Church” (no reference to the Eucharist
appears in “The Church Militant”). In “The Perirthanterium” section
of “The Church-porch” wine is a symbol of incontinence and a loss of
self-control. “Drink not the third glasse,” Herbert warns readers,
“which thou canst not tame, / When once it is within thee” (Il. 25-26).
Twice more he emphasizes the same notion.” Herbert does not see any
value in wine as a symbol for spiritual inebriation as is the case in Sufi
poetry and in the Christian mysticism of John Ruusbroec and Francis
of Assisi among others.® Herbert, grounded in an enstatic spirituality,
wishes to avoid that kind of ecstatic religious experience. But the actual
and metaphoric nature of wine changes once the reader enters into the
precincts of both “The Church” and the Church. As the reader crosses
the threshold, the poem “Superliminare,” he is invited to “approach,
and taste / The churches mysticall repast” (Il. 3—4), and the first thing
seen is “The Altar.”

There has been much debate about the significance of this poem.
As Arthur L. Clements has observed, “ “The Church’ begins at an altar
and ends at a table, another name for an altar. It begins with meditations
on Christ’s bloody sacrifice and ends with a celebration of his bloodless
sacrifice in a contemplative Eucharistic feast (i.e., in Love’ [III]).”*
Many critics, however, have accepted the assertion that the altar one
meets at the opening of “The Church” corresponds to the altars of the
classical period which were situated closer to the entrance of a temple
(and not a Christian church) and not at the opposite end of the
building, what is generally referred to in church design as “the East.”®

While Herbert certainly would have appreciated the classical
overtones these scholars have detected in the poem, his main intention
was not to invoke the age of antiquity. If anything, he recognized
antiquity as anticipating in some ways the coming of the Church:
“Religion, like a pilgrime, westward bent, / Knocking at all doores, ever
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as she went” (“The Church Militant,” 1. 29-30). But he has other
things in mind with leading the reader’s attention to an altar. Quite
simply, the architecture of a church (and the Anglican church buildings
of Herbert’s time were almost entirely the Catholic churches of the pre-
Reformation) is designed with the altar as #be focal point. The altar may
not be the first thing one fouches when entering the nave, but it is surely
the first thing one sees. And, as the body and structure of the poems
repeatedly reiterate, the altar and all it signifies — Christ’s sacrifice, the
individual’s need to approach him in the Eucharist and participate in
his Mystical Body — are the reason for a church building in the first
place, as Herbert implies in “The Sacrifice”: “For they will pierce my
side, I full well know; / That as sinne came, so Sacraments might flow”
(1. 146-47). Taking this into consideration, it is difficult to argue with
C.A. Patrides’s observation that the “Fucharist is the marrow of
Herbert's sensibility.”' On the other hand, because of the centrality of
the altar and the Eucharist to the poetry, it is difficult to accept Strier’s
resistance to a Eucharistic reading of both Herbert and 7he Temple
when he asserts that “The Altar” “does not in any way refer to the
Eucharist.” Many of the poems in The Temple, on the contrary, argue
that it does.

Herbert’s clearest poetic exposition of the centrality of the
Eucharist as a real contact with Christ and channel of grace comes in
the two poems entitled “The H. Communion,” one from The Temple
and the other found only in the Williams MS. The poem from 7he
Temple speaks directly to the communicant/speaker’s intimacy with
God at receiving the Eucharist, telling his Lord, “To me dost now
thyself convey” (1. 4). This is no memorial, but an encounter with the
divine. “But by way of nourishment and strength,” writes Herbert,

Thou creep’st into my breast;
Making thy way my rest,
And thy small quantities my length;
Which spread their forces into every part,
Meeting sinnes force and art. (Il. 7-12)

Ryan Netzley has rightly argued that in this poem the poet figures “not
a transcendent spirituality, but rather the very sacramental, even bodily,
immanence that attends the Real Presence.”” Herbert knows that a
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merely memorial Eucharist, a religious meal empty of the Real Presence,
would not have the power to either bring Christ to the believer or
transform the communicant in any way. Thus, he acknowledges,

Onely thy grace, which with these elements comes,
Knoweth the ready way,
And hath the privie key,
Op’ning the souls most subtile rooms.
(L. 29-32; my emphasis)

Not only does Eucharistic grace permeate the soul, which thereby
influences the body, as a result of its sanctifying grace it also opens the
gates of heaven to the communicant so that “He might to heav'n from
Paradise go, / As from one room t'another. / . . . restord . . . to this ease /
By this thy heav’nly bloud” (Il. 35-38). Just as the profane wine depicted
in the “Perirrhanterium” cannot be controlled “once it is within thee” and
transforms the partaker who “forfets Man, and doth devest / All
worldly right, save what he hath by beast” (. 35-36), so the
sacramental wine of “The Church” restores the communicant: “when
ever at his board / I do but taste it, straight it cleanseth me”
(“Conscience,” 1. 14-15).

In “The H. Communion” poem found in the Williams MS,
however, the soteriological concerns found in its companion poem in
The Temple are pushed to the background.* In the Williams MS poem,
which, if not an earlier work, does not seem to be as fully realized a poem
as its counterpart in 7he Temple (Herbert obviously did not think it to
be), the poet attends to the Sacrament as mysterion. The poem opens by
considering how the speaker might believe in the Real Presence, “how
shall T know / Whether in these gifts thou bee so / As thou art evry-
where” (Il. 1-3). Herbert, however, is not really interested in the question
he poses. Instead, the poem argues for a trust in the mysterion of the Real
Presence, not an explanation. Herbert refuses to enter into the debates
over the Eucharist that so marked his age, writing in the second stanza,
“ffirst I am sure, whether bread stay / Or whether Bread doe fly away /
Concerneth bread, not mee” (Il. 7-9). And he further develops this
notion throughout the poem, wondering in the third stanza “if that thou
two stations makest / In Bread & mee” (ll. 16-17) and in the fourth
whether “thou didst all those pains endure / To’ abolish Sinn, not



66 MICHAEL MARTIN

Wheat” (ll. 20-21). The poem never strays from these ideas and never
really develops beyond them, though the fifth stanza touches on the
moderately theological notion of Impanation, the understanding that
the body and blood of Christ are co-substantial with the species of
bread and wine (which influenced Luther’s concept of
Consubstantiation). Instead of entering into the fray of Eucharistic
debate, Herbert concludes that /ow the Eucharistic elements become
the Body and Blood of Christ is not nearly as important to know as the
fact thar they do. Thus, he ends this poem relying on trust in the Real
Presence — no matter how it comes about:

This gift of all gifts is the best,

Thy flesh the least that I request.
Thou took’st that pledg from mee:

Give me not that I had before,

Or give me that, so I have more;

My God, give mee all Thee. (Il. 43-48)

Herbert — at least in these two poems — avoids committing to either the
Calvinist notion that the Eucharist, though Christ’s Presence is Real, is
“spiritual” or the more sensuous Catholic understanding that Richard
Crashaw would later exploit.

Though Ellrodt believes Herberts “mode of apprehension” (a
telling phrase) regarding the Eucharist “was truly original” and that
the poet “was more precise when he suggested a parallel action of
divine grace on the soul and the material elements of the body,” a case
can be argued that Herbert was more than a little consonant with
Richard Hooker’s theology.”” For one, Hooker does not think fretting
about how the elements become the Body and Blood of Christ serves
any real purpose:

This is my Bodly, and This is my Blood, being words of promise,
sith we all agree, That by the Sacraments, Christ doth really
and truly in us, perform his promise; why do we vainly trouble
our selves with so fierce Contentions, whether by
Consubstantiation, or else by Transubstantiation the Sacrament
it self be first possessed with Christ, or no? A thing which no
way can either further or hinder us, howsoever it stand,
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because our Participation of Christ in this Sacrament,
dependeth on the co-operation of his Omnipotent Power,
which maketh it his Body and Blood to us; whether with
change or without alteration of the Element, such as they
imagine, we need not greatly to care or inquire.*

This is a theological position also held by Donne.”” But I fail to see how
Herbert is “more precise” than Hooker. Indeed, he distinctly awvoids
precision when discussing the mysterion. What is important to Herbert
is that the Eucharist is a locus of grace. That is all the understanding he
needs, and one in accord with Hooker’s position, as the latter writes in
Lawes of Ecclesiastical Polity, “That saving Grace which Christ originally
is, or hath for the general good of his whole Church, by Sacraments he
severally deriveth into every member thereof. Sacraments serve as the
Instruments of God, to that end and purpose.”

Despite Strier’s attempt to direct critical attention toward a more
Calvinist, and ultimately a more secular, understanding of Herbert,
Herbert’s spirituality, as repeatedly shown in The Temple, is
overwhelmingly Eucharistic and, importantly, overwhelmingly
mystical when it comes to the Eucharist. This is not to say that Herbert
is a “mystic” in the traditional sense of the word. Herbert, rather than
exhibiting an anti-intellectual, Reform-minded anxiety, draws on the
ancient Christian trust in faith over reason when it comes to questions
of God. The Christian tradition inherited by Herbert surely held
reason in esteem, but the centrality of the Christian message resides in
trust in the revealed mystery of Christ, “unto the Jews a stumbling
block, and unto the Greeks foolishness” (1 Corinthians 1:23).

The Eucharist is central to Herberts spirituality because it is the
most immediately accessible and altogether physical contact with
Christ, and, therefore, the most readily attainable encounter with grace,
even more than scripture, as he writes in the final stanza of “Peace”™

Take of this grain, which in my garden grows,
And grows for you;
Make bread of it; and that repose
And peace, which evry where
With so much earnestnesse you do pursue,

Is onely there. (ll. 37-42)
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The operative term here is “onely.” Herbert visits this idea in several
Y-
other poems. In “Divinitie,” for instance, he writes

But he doth bid us take his bloud for wine.
Bid what he please; yet I am sure,
To take and taste what he doth designe,
Is all that saves, and not obscure. (1. 25-29)

Here he reemphasizes the “onely” proposition of “Peace” by asserting
that the Eucharistic blood — mystically and actually identical with
Christ’s blood poured out at the Passion — “Is all that saves.” Herbert
also presents the Eucharist as central to Christian life in “An Offering,”
“The Bunch of Grapes,” “Divninitie,” “The Priesthood,” and “The
Banquet,” but perhaps nowhere as poignantly as in “The Collar” and
“Love” (II1).

In “The Collar,” in the midst of the speaker’s full-blown despair
and resultant rejection of his vocation as a priest, Herbert gives us a
perversion of the Eucharist, an idea anticipated from the poem’s first
line “I Struck the board, and cryd, No more,” the “board,” as many
(but by no means all) have argued, indicating the Communion Table.?
The poem’s Eucharist is perverted because the speaker perverts his
vocation by his insistence on escaping God’s will:

Sure there was wine
Before my sighs did drie it: there was corn
Before my tears did drown it. (Il. 10-12)

The speaker’s rage and blasphemy turn the Eucharistic elements
to their opposites. Wine is not dry: bread (corn) is; bread, dry by
nature, is destroyed by immersion in water. The speaker, then, by his
disobedience has metaphorically inverted and destroyed the
Eucharist. Herbert’s speaker could have rebelled against anything —
scripture, ecclesia, ceremony — but he explicitly rebels against the
priesthood as it relates to the Eucharist. Obviously, for Herbert the
priesthood exists because of the Eucharist. Julia Carolyn Guernsey
argues that in the poem Herbert imagines a speaker trying “to free
himself from the constraints of religious life,” which is surely correct,
but it is even more due to the fact that, for Herbert, the religious life
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of the priest centers upon the Eucharist.®” Herbert himself affirms this
notion in “The Priesthood”:

But th’ holy men of God such vessels are,

As serve him up, who all the world commands:

When God vouchsafeth to become our fare,

Their hands convey him, who conveys their hands.

O what pure things, most pure must those things be,
Who bring my God to me! (Il. 25-30)

The antimetabole “Their hands convey him, who conveys their hands”
directly speaks the reciprocal and paradoxical phenomenon of
consecration. Indeed, according to the poem, the priest holding a
chalice — a “vessel” — is himself a vessel in the hands of God. Clearly,
the priesthood, for Herbert, is unthinkable apart from the Eucharist.

Herberts ultimate statement on the Eucharist arrives with the final
poem of “The Church.” In “Love” (III), a particularly affective poetic
moment concludes a shorter sequence that begins with “Death” and
proceeds through “Dooms-day,” “Judgement,” and “Heaven.” This
short sequence (the “long sequence,” indeed, begins with the vision of
the Communion Table provided by “The Altar”) serves as an
imaginative account of the “Last Things,” the events leading through
death and to the Beatific Vision.

“Love” (III) is Herbert’s take on the Beatific Vision, and, in
keeping with his attention to enstatic as opposed to ecstatic religious
experience, it is a low-key, modestly drawn picture of the encounter
with God. It is also highly Eucharistic. The poem takes place in heaven,
following the speaker’s death. “The Church,” then, ends in heaven with
a Eucharistic celebration — just as “The Church® begins with
anticipation of the earthly Eucharist intrinsic to “The Altar.” Bloch
argues that the poem is not meant to take place in heaven, but that it
is simply a Communion poem.* Such a view certainly problematizes
our reading of the poem, but many readers will find this difficult to
accept in view of its placement.” Michael Schoenfeldt, for his part, tries
to politicize Herbert’s Beatific Vision by raising the Puritan/Anglican
question about the proper posture for the reception of Communion,
sitting or standing, and poem certainly does have the speaker seated.”
But, as Regina Schwartz has observed, the communion that takes place
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here is neither one informed by theological debate nor by scholastic
definitions of terms and species.” Indeed, locating a theological or
political debate in “Love” (III), I think, is to misread the poem entirely.
Theology abides in rationalizing or explaining the mysterion, whereas in
this poem and, arguably, throughout 7he Zemple, Herbert is more
interested the ways faith and the action of grace afford the believer the
opportunity to transcend theological debate and enter into the
mysterion itself. In heaven theological debate is superfluous, since, at
that point, believing Christians will see God “face to face” and know
him even as they are known (1 Corinthians 13:12). What we have
instead of a political problem or a theological debate in the poem, then,
is a picture of intimacy.

Feelings of inadequacy as yet burden the speaker, an example of
what Arnold Stein has called “the human reluctance to accept love as a
gift entire” in Herbert’s poetry.® And because he is still preoccupied
with ego-centric notions (the emphasis on “I”) that he should somehow
merit his Master’s friendship, the speaker receives a gentle reprimand
from Christ, expressed with an exquisite paronomasia: “Who made the
eyes but 127 Indeed, Christ erases questions of inadequacy or merit,
Herbert subtly argues in the poem, exactly as He erases doctrinal and
theological distinctions in a heavenly Eucharist that figures a moment
of homey comfort and a very real, very permanent Sabbath of rest.

What “Love” (III) articulates even above Herbert’s affection for the
Eucharist is his trust in the presence of Christ in the Sacrament, and
which, as The Temple illustrates, is synonymous with his presence in the
Church, as well. The drama that unfolds throughout The Temple, then,
is a drama of a Christian coming to terms with Christ’s presence, or,
rather, with the gift of Christ’s presence. As Jean-Luc Marion describes it,

The presence of Christ, and therefore also that of the Father,
discloses itself by a gift: it can therefore be recognized only by
a blessing. A presence, which gives itself by grace and identifies
itself with this gift, can therefore be seen only in being
received, and received only in being blessed.”

Throughout The Temple, Herbert repeatedly investigates the Christian
life as it unfolds in the existential, mystical, and, above all, sacramental
phenomenology of grace, and this grace always arrives in the form of a
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gift: as insight; as the sdll, small voice; and, most reliably, in the
Eucharist, all of which attest to the ways in which a phenomenological
attention to presence opens to an experience of divine immanence.®
George Herbert’s poetry, indeed, opens itself to such an immanence
and, as a result, distances itself from a Calvinist overemphasis on God’s
absolute transcendence.

As I have been arguing, Herbert traces the phenomenology of
grace throughout the poems that comprise The Temple, leading his
readers in a return to the primacy of a Christian religious experience
that both transcends and, in its own way, corrects the theological. For
Herbert, the primacy of the Christian religious experience unfolds in
movements of grace: in moments of surprise or insight, in the
awareness of the “still, small voice,” in the Fucharist. And these
moments appear in the poetry not for the speaker (or poet) alone.
They can also manifest in the experience of the reader. Indeed, one of
the many wonderful things about 7he Temple is the way Herbert
provides his readers with a phenomenology of grace that also
potentially enacts for them an experience of grace, a site of “double
intentionality,” the chiastic meeting of two intentionalities. In what
is perhaps the most striking recorded example of this phenomenon,
in a letter she wrote to a priest, the philosopher and mystic Simone
Weil articulates what happened to her through her engagement with
“Love” (III):

There was a young English Catholic . . . from whom I gained
my first idea of the supernatural power of the sacraments
because of the truly angelic radiance with which he seemed to
be clothed after going to communion. Chance — for I always
prefer saying chance rather than Providence — made of him a
messenger to me. For he told me of the existence of those
English poets of the seventeenth century who are named
metaphysical. In reading them later on, I discovered the poem
of which I read you what is unfortunately a very inadequate
translation. It is called “Love.” I learned it by heart. Often, at
the culminating point of a violent headache, I make myself say
it over, concentrating all my attention upon it and clinging
with all my soul to the tenderness it enshrines. I used to think
I was merely reciting it as a beautiful poem, but without my
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knowing it the recitation had the virtue of a prayer. It was
during one of these recitations that, as I told you, Christ
himself came down and took possession of me.”

Sincere attention to an artifact, a work of art, a poem, a passage of
scripture not infrequently results in a double intentionality, an opening
to immanence, or perhaps to a “transcendent immanence,” an
oxymoron providing what may be the best approximation for
describing such an event. George Herbert’s poetry inhabits just such a
space, exploring its permutations and possibilities and, even,
experimenting with its practical applications. Weil’s deep attention to
Herbert’s poem — even in translation — brought her to an encounter
that surely would have pleased the seventeenth-century Anglican
pastor: an awareness of the presence of Christ. Certainly, not every
reader of Herbert has an experience along the likes of Weil’s. But
neither, I think, can she have been the only one.

Marygrove College
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