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      “The poetry of George Herbert holds a hallowed place in the hearts of Christian readers who love devotional poetry. This edition of selected Herbert poems accompanied by pastoral commentary makes Herbert an even greater treasure.”

      Leland Ryken, Professor of English Emeritus, Wheaton College

      “Herbert’s poetry pulses with praise and pierces with sorrow. It wonders. It beckons. It brings us into the presence of God and deepens our spiritual lives. With a trusted guide like Stephen Witmer, the poems of George Herbert can become friends and companions along the way of life—voices of aid and reflection for all who seek to follow Christ. This book offers forty rich treasures for readers of every kind.”

      Abram van Engen, author, Word Made Fresh: An Invitation to Poetry for the Church

      “I have never understood why George Herbert is not a household name among Christians. No other major literary author is so evangelical, so Christ-centered, so biblical, so devotional. Stephen Witmer briefly unpacks and applies Herbert’s poetry so that today’s Christians can connect with a fellow believer who can deepen and enrich their faith.”

      Gene Edward Veith Jr., Provost Emeritus, Patrick Henry College; author, Reformation Spirituality: The Religion of George Herbert

      “George Herbert was a man after God’s own heart. With Stephen Witmer as a reliable guide, this short anthology of Herbert’s best poems offers easy entrance into a remarkable resource for spiritual formation. Through his memorable, beautiful poetry, George Herbert can become one of your soul’s best mentors and truest friends.”

      Philip Graham Ryken, President, Wheaton College
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      For my beloved Pepperell Christian Fellowship church family, with deep gratitude and great delight.

    

  
    
      A man that looks on glass,

      On it may stay his eye;

      Or if he pleaseth, through it pass,

      And then the heav’n espy.

      George Herbert

      “The Elixir”
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      Introduction

      Welcome! This volume of forty George Herbert poems is for you. Perhaps you know little to nothing of Herbert and his work. If so, you’re an especially honored guest. In fact, I’ve written with you particularly in mind. I’m eager to guide you to rich poetic and spiritual fare and enjoy it with you. Please, sit and eat. Alternatively, maybe you have savored Herbert for a long time. I’m very glad to hear it. There will be plenty in this book for you to enjoy too. Whatever your prior knowledge and experience, my prayer is that Herbert’s poems will lead you to know Christ more fully and love him more deeply. That’s what they’ve done for me, somewhat to my own surprise.

      I was first drawn to Herbert for his prose rather than his poetry. I read him not because I knew him to be a great poet but because I heard he was a good pastor. While writing a book on small-town ministry, I discovered he had written his own rural ministry handbook (The Country Parson) four hundred years ago. Curious, I dipped into a volume of Herbert’s complete works that I had carried across an ocean, then left unread on a shelf for a decade. The Country Parson helped me. Herbert’s life story intrigued me. But it was the poems that began to change me.

      They did so by introducing me to new delights and protecting me from old despair. Imagine discovering in adulthood delicious foods you’ve never tasted before. That’s how encountering Herbert’s vibrant, vital language was for me. My life got a little bit richer, my capacity for enjoyment grew a little bit bigger. In “The Glance,” Herbert wrote that he felt “a sugar’d strange delight” when God first looked upon his sinful soul. I didn’t know exactly what that phrase meant, but the sound of “sugar’d” and “strange” together was sweetly pleasing, and the unexpected juxtaposition of those two words was curiously intriguing. Only later would I begin to marvel at Herbert’s skill in using words to evoke the very feelings they described. Initially, I simply felt delight, and expressions such as the “full-ey’d love” of God left me wanting more.

      Not only did Herbert’s poems expand my enjoyment of beauty, they also shepherded me through internal struggles. Prone toward sometimes crippling anxiety myself, I found in Herbert an honest, faith-filled fellow struggler. Countless Sunday mornings, I have awakened at 4 a.m., unable to fall back asleep knowing I’d soon be preaching to my congregation. I’d wrestle with despairing thoughts accusing me of not having done enough for struggling church ministries and straggling church members. Would the morning’s sermon fly or flop? In such times, Herbert’s poem “Aaron” became a dear companion, shepherding me toward Christ, “my alone only heart and breast.” Hope would rise as I looked to him, “new drest [dressed]” in Christ’s righteousness rather than my own.

      Might Herbert have a similar impact on you? Could he provide fresh joy and wise care for your soul? Could he lead you to more of Christ? That’s my prayer for you.

      We’ll begin with a brief introduction to the man and his work, an explanation of why I chose these particular poems, and some guidance on how best to engage with them.1 Then we’ll get to the poems themselves. This volume is all about the poems. My brief comments in the “Savoring the poem” sections will explain unfamiliar words and concepts while guiding you into a deeper enjoyment of the poems. Short application sections (“Shepherded by the poem”) will gesture toward ways in which the poems might shape you. Think of me as the guide showing you the museum, the spotlight operator illumining the actor, or the jeweler displaying the diamond. Or, rather, don’t think of me at all. Forget the jeweler and delight in the diamond.

      George Herbert

      George Herbert was born in 1593, during the long reign of Queen Elizabeth, who had fully instituted Protestantism in England after her father, Henry VIII, separated from the Catholic Church, creating the Church of England in 1534. It was a time of great religious earnestness and remarkable literary activity. The Act of Uniformity in 1559 had made the Book of Common Prayer (1559) the rule of worship throughout England. Calvinism was the dominant theology of the church. Puritans had emerged within the church, calling for it to remove Catholic ceremonies and practices, and they were willing to be imprisoned for their convictions. William Shakespeare was composing plays and John Donne was writing poems. The King James Bible would be published in 1611.

      Part of a wealthy, aristocratic family, George Herbert enjoyed an outstanding education. He distinguished himself as a scholar, became a fellow at the University of Cambridge, and was appointed to the prestigious post of Orator of the University in 1620, delivering orations in Latin for significant academic occasions. That position earned him the attention of King James I, the monarch who ascended to the throne after Elizabeth I died in 1603. Herbert’s star was rising. Then it wasn’t. Life took some unexpected turns. The career it seemed he might enjoy in the king’s court didn’t materialize. Following several uncertain years living with wealthy relatives, he became an Anglican vicar in the village of Bemerton, near Salisbury. He served there in relative obscurity for three years and then died of sickness in 1633, shortly before his fortieth birthday.

      And that may have been that. He might easily have been forgotten by all but academic historians. It’s true that he was respected for his polished Latin orations, that he composed some Latin poems and collected many proverbs, and that he wrote The Country Parson. But none of those account for his impact on contemporary readers. His enduring influence rests on a slender volume of about 160 English poems (depending on how you count them) that might well never have seen the light of day.

      The Temple

      On Herbert’s deathbed, he sent those unpublished poems to his friend Nicholas Ferrar with instructions to burn or print them, as his friend saw fit. Ferrar read them, was deeply moved, and published the volume almost immediately, calling it The Temple. It was an instant and massive success, going through numerous editions in its first decades and establishing Herbert as one of the most popular devotional poets of the seventeenth century. In every generation since, readers have benefited—including Richard Baxter, Charles Spurgeon, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, W. H. Auden, and T. S. Eliot. The anguished William Cowper found solace in Herbert’s poems. C. S. Lewis included The Temple among the ten books that most influenced him.2 The philosopher Simone Weil said that during a recitation of Herbert’s poem “Love (III),” Christ himself came down and took possession of her. In our own day, the poems continue to intrigue and attract Christians and non-Christians alike. On February 17, 2014, the British newspaper The Guardian published an article by Miranda Threlfall-Holmes titled “George Herbert: The Man Who Converted Me from Atheism.”3

      The Temple has three sections. The first, “The Church-Porch,” consisting of seventy-seven stanzas, is sometimes ingenious, amusing, and helpfully memorable, and it forms an approach to what follows in the middle section. It can be rather preachy and moralizing, and it’s not the main attraction. Neither is the final section, “The Church Militant,” a longish poem that deals with the history of the church and a vision of future judgment upon it. It’s the middle section, “The Church,” that embodies Herbert’s genius and accounts for his enduring influence. These poems have connected deeply with both Christian and non-Christian readers. They’re why Herbert is considered one of the greatest religious poets ever.

      The Poems in This Volume

      The poems included in this volume are drawn from “The Church” section and account for roughly a quarter of the poems in The Temple. So why these particular poems? The Nobel-prize-winning Irish poet Seamus Heaney once distinguished between poems you admire outside of yourself, like produce in the market, and poems that grow inside you, changing you.4 Years ago, while reading through Herbert’s poems over the course of a summer, I chose fifty I thought might grow inside me. Since then, many of them have taken root and borne good fruit, inviting me into new understandings and experiences of Christ and of myself. For this volume, I’ve drawn from that original list of fifty, added a few others that have captured me since, and favored shorter, accessible poems, particularly those that are theologically rich and fruitfully relevant for Christians today. I hope they’ll change you from the inside out, as they have me.5

      How to Read These Poems

      How should we read Herbert’s poetry? How can we most profit from his work? I’ve found three approaches particularly helpful.

      1. Read Herbert for pleasure. Here’s a simple method for starting with Herbert.

      Step 1: Find a poem you enjoy. It doesn’t really matter why you enjoy it (a fresh thought, an arresting phrase, a feeling you get), just that you do.

      Step 2: Linger with that one you love. Explore and enjoy it.

      Step 3: Repeat steps 1–2.

      This method has the merit of reading Herbert the way Herbert himself asks to be read:

      Harken unto a Verser, who may chance

      Rhyme thee to good, and make a bait of pleasure.

      A verse may find him, who a sermon flies,

      And turn delight into a sacrifice.

      “The Church-Porch,” stanza 1

      Herbert meant these poems to please and delight us. The pleasure lures us, and the delight becomes a sacrifice of worship.

      T. S. Eliot once wrote,

      With the appreciation of Herbert’s poems, as with all poetry, enjoyment is the beginning as well as the end. We must enjoy the poetry before we attempt to penetrate the poet’s mind; we must enjoy it before we understand it, if the attempt to understand it is to be worth the trouble.6

      Robert Frost said that a good poem “begins in delight and ends in wisdom.”7 An authority much higher than either Eliot or Frost says, “Great are the works of the Lord, studied by all who delight in them” (Ps. 111:2). Affection spurs inspection. So start by looking for the ones you love. Abram Van Engen offers this freeing counsel for engaging with poetry:

      Read just for the joy of it. Do not feel compelled to have deep thoughts or earth-shattering revelations. If such things come, welcome them. But mostly they won’t. . . . When you run into poems you find boring or odd or off-putting, feel free to set them down and try other poems. The great glory of being a full-grown adult is that there is no test—or at least, no test about poetry. You don’t have to read any poem that you’d rather not read. Skip ahead. Pick a different book. Ignore some poems and focus on others. You’re in charge. No one is watching you. The only task is to find a poem that somehow reaches you—something that causes you to respond. Set aside all else.8

      This volume contains forty Herbert poems that I love. They’ve wooed me with beauty, wowed me with technical mastery, surprised me with unexpected twists, and soothed me with gospel truth. I hope you’ll agree with me at least once. It takes just one. It begins with pleasure. That’s why the first section heading under each of the poems in this volume is called “Savoring the poem.” Notice, we’re not merely studying it (important as that is) but enjoying it. That’s the place to begin. Enjoyment spurs examination, which leads, in turn, to even greater enjoyment.

      2. Read Herbert for pastoral guidance. He was a parish priest. The farmers and manual laborers of Bemerton didn’t walk past his manse and proudly proclaim to their friends that the famous poet lived there, because he wasn’t yet a famous poet. Instead, they knew him as their pastor. He preached on Sundays, catechized them in their homes, and visited the poor of the parish. Biographers tell us he loved his congregation and was loved by them. We know from The Country Parson that he thought deeply about how to shepherd them.

      And, importantly, his pastoral calling reached through the parish and into the poems. His poetic aim wasn’t primarily self-expression, the production of great art, or the securing of fame (remember, his English poems were published in print only after his death). Rather, he sought to shepherd souls, to pastor through poetry. We’ve already seen in the first stanza of “The Church-Porch” that his goal for the poems was to “rhyme thee to good.” In his dedication to The Temple, he asks God to “turn their eyes hither, who shall make a gain.” Mark that. He’s writing for our gain. In his deathbed letter, he said that if Nicholas Ferrar saw how his poems might “turn to the advantage of any dejected poor Soul,” he could publish them. Notice, he’s writing for our advantage. It’s true that many of his poems are intensely personal. But, like the biblical psalmists before him, he serves and shepherds his readers by generously inviting us into his experience. He makes room for us to relate to his struggles and successes, to better understand our story through his own. As stated in “Obedience,” he wants us to thrust our hearts into his lines. He’s a true pastor. Herbert scholar Helen Wilcox even argues that his poems “themselves enact the functions of a priest.”9

      So where exactly is Herbert the poet-shepherd guiding his flock of readers? The ultimate answer is: to more of God. Herbert was captivated by the majesty and mercy of God. Helen Wilcox writes, “The subject of every single poem in The Temple is, in one way or another, God.”10 Herbert’s theology and poetry were deeply God-centered and profoundly influenced by the theology of the Reformation.11 His God was sovereign. As he says in “Providence”:

      We all acknowledge both thy power and love

      To be exact, transcendent, and divine;

      Who dost so strongly and so sweetly move,

      While all things have their will, yet none but thine.

      God moves strongly and sweetly. His will is unthwartable, and that’s good news. Importantly, Herbert’s embrace of Reformation theology doesn’t undermine the universal nature of his appeal. Rather, as Gene Edward Veith argues, his poems convey “from the inside” the positive vision of a sovereign God and thus connect with readers of all sorts.12 Augustine was Herbert’s favorite theologian. (He owned a set of Augustine’s works and bequeathed them to his curate at his death). Herbert’s biographer John Drury suggests that the autobiographical nature of Augustine’s Confessions helped to inspire Herbert’s own autobiographical poetry.13 Also like the Confessions, many of Herbert’s poems are addressed directly to God. They’re never trifling or silly, because they’re prayers. He saw each poem as a gift from and for the great God he loved. In his dedicatory poem for The Temple, Herbert writes, “Lord, my first fruits present themselves to thee; / Yet not mine neither: for from thee they came, / And must return.”

      So, as you read, be pastored by a man who yearns to give you more of God. The second heading under each poem in this volume is “Shepherded by the poem.” This is important. If we embrace the poems purely for pleasure (pleasure as the whole shebang, rather than a starting point) or if we engage the poems merely to analyze and understand them, then we fail to experience them as Herbert intends. He means his poems to be no mere objects for inspection, but active agents of direction, counsel, care, awakening, and adoration. Let’s read them along the grain of his intention, inviting them to change us. Let’s receive the shepherding care of Pastor George.

      3. Read Herbert for the poetry. Most of us have certain tasks we prefer to avoid. I dislike husking corn. It takes time and effort to remove the rough green sheath around the cob, then a lot of fiddly work to strip the sticky silks. What a nuisance. I care about the sweet, tender corn on the cob—all that other stuff just gets thrown away. And this is the way many people read poetry. The “message” of the poem is the valuable part. All the rest is a bother. On this approach, once we’ve figured out the message, the poem has done its job, delivered the goods, and can now be discarded, like the Amazon boxes in your recycling bin. If only poets could state crisply and clearly what they meant, poetry would be so much more efficient. Think of all the time saved!

      Is this a good approach to poetry? Not at all, because poetry doesn’t just express ideas, it embodies them. A good poem engages our senses and emotions, providing rich, condensed experiences of the beauty, confusion, surprise, sadness, and delight we feel in life. For that reason, we never get past the poem itself—nor are we meant to. The best analogy for a poem is not a discardable husk but a human body. Think of time spent with your closest, dearest friends. You invariably encounter and enjoy them as living souls in physical bodies. Their voices, faces, distinctive movements, and bodily limitations are what make them them and are inseparable from your experience and enjoyment of them. The same is true for a poem. If you try to extract the “message,” leaving behind the words, the shape, the meter, and the rhyme, you’ve lost the poem.

      All of this is true especially for Herbert’s poetry, because he doesn’t just state truth, he offers experiences of it. For example, when he describes something beautiful, he does so in beautiful language. As he writes in “The Forerunners,”: “Beauty and beauteous words should go together.” He wants us to experience beauty in our bones, not just think it in our heads. In this volume, we’ll encounter numerous instances of Herbert’s poems doing what they say. We’ll feel the brokenness of weak and sinful souls in a fallen world. We’ll experience the goodness of a loving Savior. Herbert’s poems hum with actuality. Reading him as a poet (not just a purveyor of truth claims) means opening ourselves to the experiences he offers.
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