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“This book is about the relationship between poetic effort, on 
the one hand, and perceiving, relishing, and portraying truth 
and beauty, on the other hand—especially the truth and beauty 
of God in Christ. The three men in this book made poetic effort 
to see and savor and show the glories of Christ. This effort was 
the God-dependent intention and exertion to find striking, 
penetrating, imaginative, awakening ways of expressing the 
excellencies they saw. My thesis is that this effort to say beautifully 
is, perhaps surprisingly, a way of seeing and savoring beauty.”

 John Piper

When Augustine handed over the leadership of his church 
in AD 426, his successor was so overwhelmed by a sense of 
inadequacy that he declared, “The swan is silent,” fearing the 
spiritual giant’s voice would be lost in time. But for 1,600 years, 
Augustine has not been silent—and neither have the men who 
faithfully trumpeted the cause of Christ after him. Their lives 
have inspired every generation of believers and should compel  
us to a greater passion for God.
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John Piper is teacher and founder 
of desiringGod.org and chancellor 
of Bethlehem College and Seminary. 
He served for 33 years as senior pastor 
at Bethlehem Baptist Church in 
Minneapolis and is the author of over  
50 books. His other volumes in The 
Swans Are Not Silent series include The 
Legacy of Sovereign Joy (Augustine, Luther, 
Calvin), The Hidden Smile of God (Bunyan, 
Cowper, Brainerd), The Roots of Endurance 
(Newton, Simeon, Wilberforce), 
Contending for Our All (Athanasius, Owen, 
Machen), and Filling Up the Afflictions of  
Christ (Tyndale, Judson, Paton).

In the sixth volume of The Swans Are 
Not Silent series, John Piper celebrates 
the importance of poetic effort by look-
ing at three influential Christians whose 
words magnificently display a commit-
ment to truth and a love of beauty. 

Examining the lives of George Herbert, 
George Whitefield, and C. S. Lewis, 
Piper helps us appreciate the importance 
of carefully crafted words by exploring 
how Christians can use them to testify 
to God’s glory, wonder at his grace, and 
rejoice in his salvation. 

Whether exploring Herbert’s moving 
poetry, Whitefield’s dramatic preaching, 
or Lewis’s imaginative writing, this book 
highlights the importance of Christ-
exalting eloquence in our praise of God 
and proclamation of his gospel.

Herbert - Whitefield - Lewis
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1

“ Wh i l e  I  Us e  I  A m 
w i t h  Th e e ”

The Life and Poetry of George Herbert

If you go to the mainstream poetry website Poetry Foundation and click 
on George Herbert, what you read is this: “He is .  .  . enormously 
popular, deeply and broadly influential, and arguably the most skill-
ful and important British devotional lyricist of this or any other 
time.”1 This is an extraordinary tribute to a man who never published 
a single poem in English during his lifetime and died as an obscure 
country pastor when he was thirty-nine. But there are reasons for 
his enduring influence. And some of those reasons are why I have 
written this book.

His Short Life
George Herbert was born April 3, 1593, in Montgomeryshire, Wales. He 
died a month before his fortieth birthday on March 1, 1633. He was the 
seventh of ten children born to Richard and Magdalene Herbert, but 
his father died when he was three, leaving ten children, the oldest of 
which was thirteen. This didn’t put them in financial hardship, how-
ever, because Richard’s estate, which he left to Magdalene, was sizeable.

1 “George Herbert,” Poetry Foundation, accessed December 9, 2013, http:// www .poetry foundation .org /bio 
/george -herbert.
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It was twelve years before Magdalene married again, this time to 
Sir John Danvers who was twenty years younger than she was and 
just two years older than her eldest son. But he was a good father to 
the family during the eighteen years of marriage until Magdalene’s 
death in 1627. George Herbert kept in touch with his stepfather and 
eventually made him the executor of his will. Herbert never knew 
him as a father in the home because the year John and Magdalene 
married was the year Herbert began his studies at Trinity College 
Cambridge.

Herbert had been an outstanding student at a Westminster prepara-
tory school, writing Latin essays when he was eleven years old, which 
would later be published. And now at Cambridge, he distinguished 
himself in the study of classics. He graduated second in a class of 193 
in 1612 with a bachelor of arts, and then in 1616, he took his master of 
arts and became a major fellow of the university.

In 1619, he was elected public orator of Cambridge University. This 
was a prestigious post with huge public responsibility. Herbert wrote 
to his stepfather what it meant to be elected the orator.

The finest place in the University, though not the gainfullest. . . . 
For the Orator writes all the University letters, makes all the ora-
tions, be it to King, Prince, or whatever comes to the University, to 
requite these pains, he takes place next to the Doctors, is at all their 
assemblies and meetings, and sits above the Proctors. . . . And such 
like Gaynesses. Which will please a young man well.2

This is going to be one of the most important insights into his life 
because the academic stimulation, the prominence even in the king’s 
court,3 and the pleasures of it all would prove the great battleground 
over his call to the pastoral ministry.

Eleven years after his election to the oratorship, on the day of his 
induction to the parish ministry at Bemerton, he would say,

I can now behold the Court with an impartial eye, and see plainly 
that it is made up of fraud, titles and flattery, and many other such 

2 Quoted in Margaret Bottrall, George Herbert (London: John Murray, 1954), 13.
3 “The Court was not merely a spring-board for men ambitious of public office; it was the focus of 
all talent, literary and artistic, and its patronage extended to preachers and divines as well as to the 
playwrights and poets.” Ibid., 16.
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empty, imaginary and painted pleasures: pleasures that are so empty 
as not to satisfy when they are enjoyed.4

But for now, there seemed good reasons to give himself to public ser-
vice for the sake of the university and its relation to the wider civic 
life of the country. On top of the oratorship, he added a one-year term 
in Parliament in 1623–1624.

But the conflict of his soul over a call to the pastoral ministry in-
tensified that year. And a vow he had made to his mother during his 
first year at Cambridge took hold in his heart. He submitted himself 
totally to God and to the ministry of a parish priest. He was ordained 
as a deacon in the Church of England in 1626 and then became the 
ordained priest of the little country church at Bemerton in 1630. There 
were never more than a hundred people in his church. The last three 
years of his life, he was a parson to a remote country parish.

At the age of thirty-six and in failing health, Herbert married Jane 
Danvers the year before coming to Bemerton, March 5, 1629. As the 
name suggests, she was a kinswoman of his stepfather. We only know 
about Herbert’s marriage because of Izaak Walton’s Life of Mr George 
Herbert, published in 1670. He says it was a happy four years. He and 
Jane never had children, though they adopted three nieces who had 
lost their parents. After fewer than three years in the ministry, Herbert 
died of tuberculosis, which he had suffered from most of his adult 
life. He was thirty-nine years old. His body lies under the chancel of 
the church, and there is only a simple plaque on the wall with the 
initials GH.

His Dying Gift
That’s the bare outline of Herbert’s life. And if that were all there 
was, nobody today would have ever heard of George Herbert. Even 
the fact that he wrote a short book known as The Country Parson would 
probably not have secured his place in memory. The reason anyone 
knows of George Herbert today, and the reason he is included in this 
volume, is because of something climactic that happened a few weeks 
before he died.

4 Quoted in Pat Magee, George Herbert: Rector of Bemerton (Moxham Printers, 1977), 15.
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His close friend Nicholas Ferrar sent a fellow pastor, Edmund Dun-
con, to see how Herbert was doing. On Duncon’s second visit, Herbert 
knew that the end was near. So he reached for his most cherished 
earthly possession and said to Duncon,

Sir, I pray deliver this little book to my dear brother Ferrar, and tell 
him he shall find in 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; desire him to read it: and then, if he can think it 
may turn to the advantage of any dejected poor soul, let it be made 
public; if not, let him burn it; for I and it are less than the least of 
God’s mercies.5

That little book was a collection of 167 poems. Herbert’s friend Nicho-
las Ferrar published it later that year, 1633, under the title The Temple. 
It went through four editions in three years, was steadily reprinted 
for a hundred years, and is still in print today. It established Herbert as 
one of the greatest religious poets of all time, though not one of these 
poems was published during his lifetime.

Centuries  of Accolades

Forty-eight years after Herbert’s death, Richard Baxter said, “Herbert 
speaks to God like one that really believeth a God, and whose busi-
ness in this world is most with God. Heart-work and heaven-work 
make up his books.”6 William Cowper cherished Herbert’s poetry in 
his struggle with depression.7 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, nineteenth-
century poet and critic, wrote to a member of the Royal Academy, “I 
find more substantial comfort now in pious George Herbert’s Temple 
[the collection of his poems] . . . than in all the poetry since the poetry 
of Milton.”8

Herbert’s poetry is found in virtually every anthology of English 

5 Quotation from Izaak Walton, The Life of Mr. George Herbert (1670), quoted in John Tobin, ed., George 
Herbert: The Complete English Poems (New York: Penguin, 1991), 310–11.
6 Quoted in Helen Wilcox, ed., The English Poems of George Herbert (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), xxi.
7 Jane Falloon, Heart in Pilgrimage: A Study of George Herbert (Bloomington, IN: Author-House, 2007), ix.
8 Quoted in Bottrall, George Herbert, 145.
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literature. He is one of the very few great poets who is loved both by 
specialists and nonspecialists. He is loved for his technical rigor and 
his spiritual depth. T. S. Eliot said, “The exquisite variations of form 
in the .  .  . poems of The Temple show a resourcefulness of invention 
which seems inexhaustible, and for which I know no parallel in Eng-
lish poetry.9 Margaret Bottrall agrees that Herbert “was an exquisite 
craftsman.”10 He was part of an era that prized meticulous care with 
language and poetry. Peter Porter writes that the fact “that Herbert 
is perhaps the most honest poet who ever wrote in English does not 
prevent his being also one of the most accomplished technicians of 
verse in the whole [Western] canon.”11

Reformed,  Poetic Ministry 
for an Opium Addict
We will come back to his craftsmanship shortly. But linger with me 
over the power of his poetry to minister deeply to the likes of an 
opium addict such as Samuel Coleridge. One of the reasons for this is 
the solid rock of God’s sovereignty that Coleridge felt under Herbert’s 
poems. This is a dimension of Herbert’s poetry that, I would guess, few 
English literature classes address. But it is essential for understand-
ing his poems. Gene Edward Veith wrote his doctoral dissertation on 
Herbert as a representative of reformation spirituality. He comments, to 
the surprise of many,

Serious studies of George Herbert invariably come upon his Cal-
vinism. Rather than its being seen as a solution, though, it has 
been treated as something of a problem. How is it that a theology 
associated with determinism, austerity, the impoverishment of the 
liturgy, and “Puritanism,” with all of its negative connotations, can 
produce such winsome religious verse?12

9 T. S. Eliot, George Herbert (Plymouth, UK: Northcote House, 1962), 36. In the introduction to this same 
volume, Peter Porter writes, “We begin by admiring the abruptness, go on to wonder at the singularity 
of the argument, sometimes even its bizarreness, but end up being awed by the moral rightness of what 
is said. We see why invention matters, why cleverness is not the enemy of seriousness. What else could 
have kept Herbert’s poetry so fresh? Matthew Arnold’s ‘melancholy long withdrawing roar’ of the sea 
of faith is no match for the ageless freshness of Herbert’s epiphanic sound.”
10 Bottrall, George Herbert, 1.
11 Peter Porter, “Introduction” in T. S. Eliot, George Herbert, 2.
12 Gene Edward Veith, Reformation Spirituality: The Religion of George Herbert (Cranbury, NJ: Associated 
University Presses, 1985), 23.
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Not What We Often Think about 
the Earliest Protestants
In partial answer to this question, Veith points out,

Calvinism, attacked now for its strictness, was originally attacked 
for its permissiveness. Far from being ascetic, Calvinism was in 
conscious reaction to monastic asceticism, which rejected marriage 
and sexuality and insisted upon fasts and mortification of the flesh. 
Far from being a “theology of fear,” Calvinism offered to believers, 
who had been taught to continually be terrified of hell, the assur-
ance that salvation is free and that it can never be lost.13

Unless we put ourselves back into that period of history, we will likely 
bring some wrong assumptions to the task of grasping Herbert’s Cal-
vinism. C. S. Lewis wrote what remains one of the most authoritative 
histories of sixteenth-century literature, overflowing into the early 
1600s. In it he makes this same point as he tries to free modern read-
ers from misconceptions about the earliest Calvinists. Lewis observes 
that Charles Dickens’s nineteenth-century character, “Mrs. Clennam, 
trying to expiate her early sin by a long life of voluntary gloom, was 
doing exactly what the first Protestants [of the sixteenth century] 
would have forbidden her to do.”14 Their experience was radically 
different:

It springs directly out of a highly specialized religious experi-
ence.  .  .  . The experience is that of catastrophic conversion. The 
man who has passed through it feels like one who has waked from 
nightmare into ecstasy. Like an accepted lover, he feels that he has 
done nothing, and never could have done anything, to deserve such 
astonishing happiness.  .  .  . His own puny and ridiculous efforts 
would be as helpless to retain the joy as they would have been to 
achieve it in the first place. . . . From this buoyant humility, this 
farewell to the self with all its good resolutions, anxiety, scruples, 
and motive-scratchings, all the Protestant doctrines originally 
sprang. . . . Relief and buoyancy are the characteristic notes.15

13 Ibid., 28.
14 C. S. Lewis, Poetry and Prose in the Sixteenth Century: The Oxford History of English Literature (Oxford: Clar-
endon, 1954), 33.
15 Ibid., 33–34.
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Rethinking “Puritan”
The implication of this, Lewis says, is that “every association which 
now clings to the word Puritan has to be eliminated when we are think-
ing of the early Protestants. Whatever they were, they were not sour, 
gloomy, or severe; nor did their enemies bring any such charge against 
them.”16 For the Roman Catholic—Thomas More, for example—the 
Puritans were “dronke of the new must of lewd lightnes of mind and 
vayne gladnesse of harte.”17 “Protestantism,” Lewis concludes, “was not 
too grim, but too glad, to be true.”18

The Reformation doctrine of God’s absolute sovereignty over the 
world, Lewis says, was “unemphasized because it was unquestioned, 
that every event, every natural fact, and every institution, is rooted 
in the supernatural. Every change of winds at sea, every change of 
dynasty at home, all prosperity and all adversity, is unhesitatingly re-
ferred to God. The writers do not argue about it, they know.”19

Lewis ventures a comparison to help us break out of our miscon-
ceptions of the early Calvinists. He admits the analogy is risky: “It 
may be useful to compare the influence of Calvin on that age with the 
influence of Marx on our own; or even Marx and Lenin in one, for Cal-
vin had both expounded the new system in theory and set it going in 
practice.”20 The point he’s making is not about communism but about 
the youth and revolutionary impulse of the Calvinists:

This will at least serve to eliminate the absurd idea that Elizabethan 
Calvinists were somehow grotesque, elderly people, standing outside 
the main forward current of life. In their own day they were, of 
course, the very latest thing. Unless we can imagine the freshness, 
the audacity, and (soon) the fashionableness of Calvinism, we shall get 
our whole picture wrong. . . . The fierce young don, the learned lady, 
the courtier with intellectual leanings, were likely to be Calvinists.21

So when Gene Veith writes an entire book on George Herbert’s Calvin-
ism, we must be careful not to import our own misconceptions. He 

16 Ibid., 34.
17 Ibid., (original spelling of More’s Dialogue, 3.2). 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., 38.
20 Ibid., 42.
21 Ibid., 43.
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was not a Puritan in his own time. He was a high-church Episcopalian. 
“During Herbert’s lifetime, however, Calvinism was the norm, both 
for Episcopalian factions and for Presbyterian ones.”22 “The Anglican 
Church of Herbert’s day, in its mainstream, was both ceremonial in its 
liturgy and Calvinist in its theology.”23

What Made the Difference from John Donne
But not all clergy in the Church of England embraced Herbert’s Calvin-
istic reformation spirituality. It is illuminating to note that John Donne, 
the close friend of Herbert’s mother, did not share Herbert’s Calvinism. 
Though his style influenced Herbert significantly, there is a marked 
difference in their devotional poetry. Here’s the way Gene Veith puts it:

It has been observed that Herbert never worries about hell, in 
marked contrast to John Donne’s obsessive fear of damnation. This 
is perhaps the clearest evidence of Herbert’s Calvinism, the point 
where dogma touches religious experience. For a Calvinist, hell is 
not a possibility for a Christian. Herbert believed in the persever-
ance of the saints, a doctrine that is perhaps the litmus test of a 
truly Calvinist spirituality.24

Therefore, as Veith shows, “The dynamics of Calvinism are also the 
dynamics of Herbert’s poetry.”25 The heart of these “dynamics” is the 
sovereign intervention of God’s grace into the rebellious human heart 
to subdue the mutiny against heaven and give a new allegiance to the 
true king of the world, Jesus Christ. Herbert experienced this, wrote 
about this, preached this, and prayed this.

Thou hast exalted thy mercy above all things, and hast made our 
salvation, not our punishment, thy glory: so that then where sin 
abounded, not death but grace superabounded—accordingly, when 
we had sinned beyond any help in heaven or earth, then thou 
saidest, Lo, I come!26

22 Ibid., 27.
23 Ibid., 30.
24 Veith, Reformation Spirituality, 34.
25 Ibid.
26 George Herbert, “The Author’s Prayer before Sermon,” in A Priest to the Temple; Or, The Country Parson: 
His Character, and Rule of Life, in Tobin, George Herbert, 261.
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When there was no help from anywhere—when the case of the human 
heart is hopeless in its rebellion—God breaks in and saves. That is the 
heart of his Calvinism. Veith says Herbert’s poem “The Collar” is “the 
supreme Calvinist poem,”

dramatizing the depraved human will that insists on serving itself 
rather than God, in a state of intrinsic rebellion and growing chaos 
until God intervenes intruding upon the human will in a way that 
cannot be resisted, calling the sinner, effecting a response, and re-
storing order.27

The Collar

I struck the board, and cry’d, No more.
I will abroad.

What? shall I ever sigh and pine?
My lines and life are free; free as the rode,

Loose as the winde, as large as store.
Shall I be still in suit?

Have I no harvest but a thorn
To let me bloud, and not restore

What I have lost with cordiall fruit?
Sure there was wine

Before my sighs did drie it: there was corn
Before my tears did drown it.

Is the yeare onely lost to me?
Have I no bayes to crown it?

No flowers, no garlands gay? all blasted?
All wasted?

Not so, my heart: but there is fruit,
And thou hast hands.

Recover all thy sigh-blown age
On double pleasures: leave thy cold dispute
Of what is fit, and not forsake thy cage,

Thy rope of sands,
Which pettie thoughts have made, and made to thee

Good cable, to enforce and draw,

27 Veith, Reformation Spirituality, 34.
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And be thy law,
While thou didst wink and wouldst not see.

Away; take heed:
I will abroad.

Call in thy deaths head there: tie up thy fears.
He that forbears

To suit and serve his need,
Deserves his load.

But as I rav’d and grew more fierce and wilde
At every word,

Me thoughts I heard one calling, Childe:
And I reply’d, My Lord.28

The Best News Coleridge Ever Heard
In other words, just as Herbert had prayed, “When we had sinned 
beyond any help in heaven or earth, then thou saidest, Lo, I come!” 
This sovereign intervention into the rebellious human heart—like the 
opium-addicted heart of Samuel Coleridge—was the best of news, and 
Coleridge saw more clearly than most people in his day that the criti-
cisms of Calvinism often obscured the comfort of the doctrine itself. 
Here’s the way he put it:

If ever a book was calculated to drive men to despair, it is Bishop 
Jeremy Taylor’s On Repentance. It first opened my eyes to Arminian-
ism, and that Calvinism is practically a far more soothing and con-
soling system. . . . Calvinism (Archbishop Leighton’s for example) 
compared with Taylor’s Arminianism, is the lamb in wolf ’s skin 
to the wolf in the lamb’s skin: the one is cruel in the phrases, the 
other in the doctrine.29

Remember, as we noted earlier, Coleridge had said, “I find more sub-
stantial comfort now in pious George Herbert’s Temple, which I used 
to read to amuse myself with his quaintness, in short, only to laugh 
at, than in all the poetry since the poetry of Milton.” This is because, 
as Veith argues, Herbert was the “clearest and most consistent poetic 

28 “The Collar,” in Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 526.
29 Veith, Reformation Spirituality, 117.
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voice”30 of the Calvinism which Coleridge found to be life giving. Veith 
comments on Coleridge’s words,

Herbert is a lamb clothed in the wolf-skin of Calvinism. . . . Cal-
vinism [as Coleridge says] “is cruel in the phrases,” with its dread-
ful language of depravity and reprobation; Arminianism has gentle 
phrases (free will, universal atonement), but is cruel “in the doc-
trine.” Coleridge, perhaps faced with the incapacity of his own will, 
his inability, for instance, to simply choose to stop taking opium, 
saw the consolation in a theology that based salvation not on the 
contingency of human will and efforts, but on the omnipotent will 
and unceasing effort of God.31

God’s  Daily Sovereign Work to “Make” Us
Herbert knew the answer to Coleridge’s need. It was the answer to his 
own struggles. And it was not free will. It was not even an initial act 
of sovereign, delivering grace. It was daily, lifelong sovereign sustain-
ing grace. In his poem “Giddinesse,” Herbert laments the fragmented, 
fickle nature of man’s heart—his heart.

Oh what a thing is man! how farre from power,
From setled peace and rest!

He is some twentie sev’rall men at least
Each sev’rall houre.

What is the remedy? Not just one act of new creation at the beginning 
of our life in Christ, but rather God’s daily sovereign work as Creator 
to make us, not just mend us.

Lord, mend or rather make us: one creation
Will not suffice our turn:

Except thou make us dayly, we shall spurn
Our own salvation.32

Herbert continually celebrates the grace of God not only in his ini-
tial salvation but in God’s ongoing returns and rescues from spiritual 

30 Ibid., 35.
31 Ibid., 131–32.
32 “Giddinesse,” in Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 446.
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and emotional death. “How fresh, O Lord, how sweet and clean are 
thy returns! . . . After so many deaths I live.”33 Again, in a poem titled 
“Nature,” he celebrates God’s great “art” of subduing human rebellion 
and taking us captive repeatedly:

Full of rebellion, I would die,
Or fight, or travail, or denie
That thou hast ought to do with me.

O tame my heart;
It is thy highest art

To captivate strong holds to thee.34

Sweet Security through Many 
Conflicts  of Soul
Herbert called his poems the record of his conflict with God.35 But 
through them all, there is the resounding note of solid confidence 
in God’s covenant with his people. This is why Coleridge found such 
help. And thousands of others have as well. Perhaps the clearest poem 
about our security in God’s provision, even of our faith and our daily 
confession, is “The Holdfast.”

I threatened to observe the strict decree
Of my deare God with all my power & might.
But I was told by one, it could not be;

Yet I might trust in God to be my light.

Then will I trust, said I, in him alone.
Nay, ev’n to trust in him, was also his:
We must confesse, that nothing is our own.

Then I confess that he my succor is:

But to have naught is ours, not to confesse
That we have nought. I stood amaz’d at this,
Much troubled, till I heard a friend expresse,

That all things were more ours by being his.

33 “The Flower,” in ibid., 568.
34 “Nature,” in ibid. 155.
35 Tobin, George Herbert, 310–11.
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What Adam had, and forfeited for all,
Christ keepeth now, who cannot fail or fall.36

This is what Coleridge felt as a precious gift from Herbert’s poems: 
Utter honesty about what Herbert called “the many spiritual Conflicts 
that have passed betwixt God and my soul”37 and the God-given con-
fidence that all our faith, all our perseverance, all our safety, lies in 
Christ. “Nay, ev’n to trust in him, was also his.” The sovereign, keeping 
power of God’s love proves to be a profound comfort.

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.38

This is the sovereign permeation of all our supposed autonomy that 
every enslaved sinner desperately needs. “While all things have their 
will, yet none but thine.” For an addict like Coleridge, this was the 
comforting sheep in wolf’s clothing. This was the secret of hope for 
the hopelessly enchained—everyone.

The Beauty of His  Craftsmanship
So from the springs of his Anglican,39 Reformed40 spiritual heritage, 
Herbert has nurtured wounded and hungry souls for centuries. And 
he has done it as one of the most gifted craftsmen the world of po-
etry has ever known. Not only is he regarded by many as “the great-
est devotional poet in English,”41 his skill in the use of language has 
earned him the high praises in the twentieth century from T. S. Eliot,42 

36 “The Holdfast,” in Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 499.
37 Tobin, George Herbert, 311.
38 “Providence,” Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 417.
39 Gerard Manley Hopkins found his love of Herbert “his strongest tie to the English Church.” Margaret 
Bottrall, George Herbert, 95.
40 “George Herbert, the loyal Anglican, was more ‘Puritan’ in literary temper, than Andrew Marvell, the 
civil servant of the Puritan government.” Veith, Reformation Spirituality, 31.
41 Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, xxi. See also Veith’s estimate: “George Herbert, measured by 
any standard—his craftsmanship, his mastery of language, his poetic and religious subtlety, the pro-
foundness of his spiritual experience—may well be the greatest of all religious poets.” Veith, Reformation 
Spirituality, 20.
42 “When we take Herbert’s collected poems and read industriously through the volume we cannot help 
being astonished both at the considerable number of pieces which are as fine as those in any anthology, 
and at what we may consider the spiritual stamina of the work. Throughout there is brainwork, and 
a very high level of intensity; his poetry is definitely an oeuvre, to be studied entire, and our gradual 
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W. H. Auden,43 Gerard Manley Hopkins, Elizabeth Bishop, and Seamus 
Heaney.44

Herbert loved crafting language in new and powerful ways. It was 
for him a way of seeing and savoring and showing the wonders of 
Christ. The central theme of his poetry was the redeeming love of 
Christ,45 and he labored with all his literary might to see it clearly, feel 
it deeply, and show it strikingly. We don’t have a single sermon that he 
ever preached. None has survived the vagaries of history. One can only 
imagine that they would have been rich with the beauties of Christ. 
What we have is his poetry. And here the beauty of the subject is wed-
ded to the beauty of his craft. What we are going to see is not only that 
the beauty of the subject inspired the beauty of the poetry, but more 
surprisingly, the effort to find beautiful poetic form helped Herbert 
see more of the beauty of his subject. The craft of poetry opened more 
of Christ for Herbert—and for us.

Of the 167 poems in The Temple, 116 are written with meters that 
are not repeated. This is simply incredible when you think about it. 
He created new kinds of structures for seventy percent of his poems. 
Peter Porter expresses the amazement poets feel when they encounter 
Herbert: “The practicing poet examining a Herbert poem is like some-
one bending over a Rolls-Royce engine. How is it all done? Why can’t 
I make something so elaborate and yet so simple? Why is a machine 
which performs so well also so beautiful?”46

Beauty and Beauteous Words
Herbert could not conceive of such a thing as a formless poem. The 
modern concept of free verse would probably have been incompre-
hensible to him. The poet’s duty was to perceive and communicate 
beauty—which for Herbert meant the beauty of God. In the process, 
he would construct out of the chaos of experience and the mass of 
language an object that would reflect the beauty of the subject.47

appreciation of the poetry gives us a new impression of the man.” T. S. Eliot quoted in Jane Falloon, 
Heart in Pilgrimage: A Study of George Herbert, x–xi.
43 Auden said that George Herbert was one of the few artists of genius that he would have liked to have 
known personally. Cited from the “Introduction” by Peter Porter in Eliot, George Herbert, 3.
44 Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, xxi. 
45 “His most frequent and dearest theme is the redemptive love of Christ.” Bottrall, George Herbert, 88.
46 Porter, “Introduction,” in Eliot, George Herbert, 4. 
47 Joseph H. Summers, George Herbert: His Religion and Art (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1954), 93.
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True beautie dwells on high: ours is a flame
But borrow’d thence to light us thither.

Beautie and beauteous words should go together.48

Beauty originates in God. It lights our little candle of beauty here as a 
way to lead us to God. Therefore, “beautie and beauteous words should 
go together.” They should go together as a witness to the origin of 
beauty in God and as a way of leading us home to God.

All Consecrated to God’s  Glory
In other words, Herbert never aimed at art for art’s sake—technique 
for technique’s sake. When he was seventeen years old, he wrote two 
sonnets for his mother. He sent them to her with a vow. He seemed 
to know already that he would give much of his life to poetry. The 
letter accompanying the poems to his mother lamented “the vanity of 
those many love poems that are daily writ, and consecrated to Venus” 
and that “so few are writ that look towards God and heaven.” Then 
came his vow: “That my poor abilities in poetry, shall be all and ever 
consecrated to God’s glory.”49

He kept that vow in a radical way. “Not a single lyric in The Temple 
is addressed to a human being or written in honor of one.”50 He writes 
all 167 poems of The Temple as a record of his life with God. Herbert 
was moved to write with consummate skill because his only subject 
was consummately glorious. “The subject of every single poem in The 
Temple,” Helen Wilcox says, “is, in one way or another, God.”51

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!52

His aim was to feel the love of God and to engrave it in the steel of 
human language for others to see and feel. Poetry was entirely for God, 
because everything is entirely for God. He wrote “The Elixer” precisely 

48 “Forerunners,” in Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 612.
49 Joan Bennett, Five Metaphysical Poets (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1964), 51.
50 Bottrall, George Herbert, 134.
51 Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, xxi. 
52 “The Temper (I)” in ibid., 193.
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to give an account of how doing all things for God’s sake turns them 
into something supremely valuable—whether it be sweeping a room 
or writing poetry.

“For Thy Sake”
“An elixir (conventional modern spelling) is a preparation used by al-
chemists in the attempt to change base metals into gold.”53 In this 
poem, it is the same as the “tincture” that makes the “mean” and lowly 
“grow bright and clean.” It is the “famous stone” that turns all to gold. 
And what is this elixir? This tincture? This stone? It is the heart’s in-
tention: “For thy sake” (stanza four). So the truth he is celebrating in 
this poem is that intentionally referring all things to God gives them 
great worth (gold!), whatever they are. This is what he vowed to his 
mother he would do with all his poems.

The Elixer

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:

Not rudely, as a beast,
To runne into an action;

But still to make thee prepossest,
And give it his perfection.

A man that looks on glasse,
On it may stay his eye;

Or if he pleaseth, through it passe,
And then the heav’n espie.

All may of thee partake:
Nothing can be so mean,

Which with his tincture (for thy sake)
Will not grow bright and clean.

53 Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 641.
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A servant with this clause
Makes drudgerie divine:

Who sweeps a room, as for thy laws,
Makes that and th’ action fine.

This is the famous stone
That turneth all to gold:

For that which God doth touch and own
Cannot for lesse be told.54

In every stanza the “elixir” that turns all of life and poetry to gold is 
expressed in different ways:

Stanza one: “What I do in any thing to, do it as for thee.”
Stanza two: “To make [God] prepossest” (having preeminence and 

ownership).
Stanza three: Looking not just at, but through, all things to see 

heaven.
Stanza four: “For thy sake.”
Stanza five: “With this clause [for thy sake],” we beautify drudgery.
Stanza six: God is the one who touches the ordinary and turns it 

into gold.

“Secretarie of Thy Praise”
Poetry is one of those simple tasks of God’s servant that needs to be 
touched by the elixir, the tincture, the stone and turned into God’s 
praise. Herbert believed that since God ruled all things by his sacred 
providence, everything revealed God. Everything spoke of God. The 
role of the poet is to be God’s echo. Or God’s secretary. To me, Her-
bert’s is one of the best descriptions of the Christian poet: “Secretarie 
of thy praise.”

O Sacred Providence, who from end to end
Strongly and sweetly movest! shall I write,
And not of thee, through whom my fingers bend
To hold my quill? shall they not do thee right?

54 “The Elixer,” in ibid., 640–41.
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Of all the creatures both in sea and land
Only to Man thou hast made known thy wayes,
And put the penne alone into his hand,
And made him Secretarie of thy praise.55

God bends Herbert’s fingers around his quill. “Shall they not do thee 
right?” Shall I not be faithful secretary of thy praise—faithfully render-
ing—beautifully rendering—the riches of your truth and beauty? This 
is a high calling. And this is why so many of his poems are laments 
about his dullness and his impending loss of powers. He mourns the 
diminishing ability to “do thee right”—to be God’s faithful secretary, 
to “praise thee brim-full.”

Why do I languish thus, drooping and dull,
As if I were all earth?

O give me quicknesse, that I may with mirth
Praise thee brim-full!56

Living and Writing to Show God’s  Power
Herbert would die of tuberculosis at the age of thirty-nine. He was 
weakened by this disease most of his adult life—enduring “so many 
deaths.” Therefore, his powers to write poetry came and went. This 
was a great sorrow. He lived to preach and write about the greatness 
of God in Christ. When his strength was taken away, it was a heavy 
stroke. And when the strength occasionally returned, he picked up his 
pen with joy because he did “relish versing.”

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: O my onely light,

It cannot be
That I am he

On whom thy tempests fell all night.57

55 “Providence,” in ibid., 416.
56 “Dulnesse,” in ibid., 410.
57 “The Flower,” in ibid., 568.
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He loved to see and savor and speak the saving, restoring power of God. 
This is what he lived for:

I live to shew his power, who once did bring
My joyes to weep, and now my griefs to sing.58

The Discovery That Saying Leads to Seeing
But Herbert discovered, in his role as the secretary of God’s praise, 
that the poetic effort to speak the riches of God’s greatness gave him 
deeper sight into that greatness. Writing poetry was not merely the 
expression of his experience with God that he had before the writing. 
The writing was part of the experience of God. It was, in the making, 
a way of seeing more of God. Deeper communion with God happened 
in the writing. Probably the poem that says this most forcefully is 
called “The Quidditie”—that is, the essence of things. And his point is 
that poetic verses are nothing in themselves, but are everything if he 
is with God in them.

My God, a verse is not a crown,
No point of honour, or gay suit,
No hawk, or banquet, or renown,
Nor a good sword, nor yet a lute:

It cannot vault, or dance, or play;
It never was in France or Spain;
Nor can it entertain the day
With a great stable or demain:

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.59

58 “Josephs Coat,” in ibid., 546.
59 “The Quidditie,” in ibid., 253–54. There is little consensus about the meaning of the last phrase: “And 
Most take all.” F. E. Hutchinson gives J. Middleton Murray’s explanation: “The titles to esteem, which 
verse is not, are first detailed; then it is declared that verse nevertheless is the quiddity of them all, in 
the very real sense that Herbert in his poetry comes nearest to God and most partakes of the creative 
power that sustains all these excellences.”  F. E. Hutchinson, The Works of George Herbert (Clarendon, 
1941), Kindle Edition. Helen Wilcox suggests: “[Most take all] recalls ‘Winner takes all’ from the card 
game Primero (a game referred to in Jordan (I)); . . . The echo suggests that by giving up worldly inter-
ests and trusting in God—as the players give up their cards (and their money) and trust to the luck of 
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His poems are “that which while I use I am with Thee.” Or as Joseph 
Summers says, “The writing of a verse gave to Herbert ‘The Quidditie’ 
of the spiritual experience.”60 Or as Helen Wilcox says, “This phrase 
makes clear that it is not the finished ‘verse’ itself which brings the 
speaker close to God, but the act of ‘using’ poetry—a process which 
presumably includes writing, revising, and reading.”61

“My Utmost Art .  .  .  and 
Cream of All My Heart”
For Herbert, this experience of seeing and savoring God was di-
rectly connected with the care and rigor and subtlety and delicacy of 
his poetic effort—his craft, his art. Thus he says in his poem called 
“Praise (II)”:

Wherefore with my utmost art
I will sing thee,

And the cream of all my heart
I will bring thee.62

The bringing of his heart and the singing with utmost art are not an 
incidental rhyme. They are profoundly united in his experience of 
God. There is, you might say, and ontological rhyme. God himself 
has established a connection between the “cream of heart” and the 
“utmost art.” To labor in faith to speak the beauty of God in beautiful 
ways awakens—at least it did for Herbert—the heart’s cream of seeing 
and savoring.

“ To the Advantage of Any 
Poor Dejected Soul”
Yet Herbert had in view more than the joys of his own soul as he 
wrote. He wrote (and dreamed of publishing after death) with a view 
of serving the church. Pressing in to his “utmost art” and giving form 

the game—the  speaker gains everything. There are thus two winners in the writing of divine poetry: 
God, and the writer, who ‘wins by being won by an omnipotent God’ (Nardo 92).” Wilcox, English Poems 
of George Herbert, 255.
60 Summers, George Herbert, 107. 
61 Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 255.
62 “Praise (II)” in ibid., 507.
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to “the cream of all [his] heart” was not only for this own soul’s joy in 
God. True, he had never published them during his lifetime, though 
we know he had been writing seriously for twenty-three years. So 
they were clearly for his own soul—his way of seeing and savoring the 
glories of God. But when he came to die, he sent this life collection 
of poems to his friend Nicholas Ferrar and said, “[If you] can think it 
may turn to the advantage of any dejected poor soul, let it be made 
public.”63

This is, in fact, what he hoped for, because in the introductory 
poem to the entire collection, he wrote:

Hearken unto a Verser, who may chance
Ryme thee to good, and make a bait of pleasure.

A verse may finde him, who a sermon flies,
And turn delight into a sacrifice.64

He believed that the delights he had found in God by writing the 
poems could become a sacrifice of worship for the reader as well. It 
may be, he thought, that I can “ryme thee to good.”

Poetic Effort Not in Vain
And this is, in fact, what has happened. People have met God in Her-
bert’s poems, and their lives have been changed. Joseph Summers 
said of Herbert’s poems, “We can only recognize . . . the immediate 
imperative of the greatest art: ‘You must change your life.’”65 Simone 
Weil, the French philosopher was totally agnostic toward God and 
Christianity but encountered Herbert’s poem “Love (III)” and became 
a kind of Christian mystic,66 calling this poem “the most beautiful 
poem in the world.”67

Love (III)

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,
Guiltie of dust and sinne.

63 Walton, The Life of Mr. George Herbert, in Tobin, George Herbert, 311.
64 “The Church-porch,” in Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 50.
65 Summers, George Herbert, 190.
66 Falloon, Heart in Pilgrimage, 200.
67 Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, xxi.
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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.

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:
Love said, you shall be he.

I the unkinde, ungratefull? Ah my deare,
I cannot look on thee.

Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,
Who made the eyes but I?

Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them: let my shame
Go where it doth deserve.

And know you not, sayes Love, who bore the blame?
My deare, then I will serve.

You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat:
So I did sit and eat.68

It is a beautiful poem. Beautiful in form and beautiful in substance. It 
is the poem Herbert apparently chose to close the entire collection of 
his life’s work. In that position, at the end of The Temple, it takes on a 
climactic resolution and peacefulness.

He had told his friend Nicholas Ferrar shortly before his death that 
in this collection of poems, which were his life’s work, he would find 
“a picture of the many spiritual conflicts that have passed betwixt God 
and my soul.” But then he added, “Before I could subject mine to the 
will of Jesus my Master, in whose service I have now found perfect 
freedom.” This final, peaceful subjection and freedom is the spirit of 
this concluding poem in The Temple, “Love (III).”

Chana Bloch argues that “Love (III)” “contains The Temple in brief” 
proceeding “by a series of careful balancings . . . until it comes to rest 
in the last line emphatically on the side of God’s love.”69 Gene Veith 
says similarly, “The final poem . . . is the capstone of The Temple, reca-
pitulating and resolving once and for all the paradoxes of sin and grace, 
guilt and love, that are Herbert’s continual themes. . . . The feast por-

68 “Love (III),” in ibid., 661.
69 Quoted in ibid., 660.
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trayed in ‘Love (III)’ is the goal of all the preceding poems.”70 Indeed, 
Veith circles back to what we saw earlier and says, “Just as there are 
few religious poems so positive or joyful in their message and in their 
effects, so there are few poems that are so Calvinistic.”71

Relief and Buoyancy:  
The Characteristic Notes
Again we must recall what C. S. Lewis reminded us of earlier about 
the early Calvinist of Herbert’s day:

Like an accepted lover, he feels that he has done nothing, and never 
could have done anything, to deserve such astonishing happiness. 
.  .  . His own puny and ridiculous efforts would be as helpless to 
retain the joy as they would have been to achieve it in the first 
place. . . . Relief and buoyancy are the characteristic notes.72

[This kind of Protestantism] was not too grim, but too glad, to be 
true.73

In other words, one of the marks of this Calvinism was that God’s 
sovereign self-exaltation was supremely expressed in preventing man 
from putting God in the place of a dependent master who needs ser-
vants to sustain him. Instead God expresses his sovereignty in putting 
humble and dependent man finally and permanently where God will 
serve him with the inexhaustible resources of the riches of his glory. 
Hence the last lines of Herbert’s poem and Herbert’s life work:

And know you not, sayes Love, who bore the blame?
My deare, then I will serve.

You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat:
So I did sit and eat.74

Herbert protests that he will return God the favor of bearing his blame: 
“My deare, then I will serve.” But this Lover will not have it. “Nor is he 

70 Veith, Reformation Spirituality, 171–72.
71 Ibid.
72 Lewis, Poetry and Prose, 33–34.
73 Ibid. 
74 “Love (III),” in Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 661.
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served by human hands, as though he needed anything, since he him-
self gives to all mankind life and breath and everything” (Acts 17:25). 
“The Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his 
life as a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). No, eternity will not be spent 
with human beings paying back the debt of grace we owe. Grace that 
can be paid back is not grace. Rather, for all eternity, we will be the 
beneficiaries of God’s kindness. This Lover saves us so that “in the 
coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in 
kindness toward us in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:7).

You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat:
So I did sit and eat.75

This is the end of the matter. No more striving. No more struggle. No 
more “spiritual conflicts [passing] betwixt God and my soul.” Instead, 
Love himself serves the poet’s soul as he sits and receives.

Love’s  Yoke Is  Easy
This is not the excess of a poet’s imagination. This is the dream come 
true of a poet whose mind is saturated with the Bible. You might say 
that these last lines are a lucid echo of the promise of Jesus in Luke 
12:37. Jesus portrays his second coming as the return of a master who, 
instead of demanding service, serves:

Blessed are those servants whom the master finds awake when he 
comes. Truly, I say to you, he will dress himself for service and have 
them recline at table, and he will come and serve them.

Herbert has struggled all his life to know that Love’s yoke is easy and 
its burden is light. He had come to find that this is true. And he ended 
his poems and his life with the most astonishing expression of it in all 
the Bible: The King of kings will “dress himself for service and have 
them recline at table, and he will come and serve them.”

You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat:
So I did sit and eat.76

75 Ibid.
76 Ibid.
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A Pearl That Cost Him the World
Herbert hoped that the record of his own encounters with God in his 
poetry would do good to others. And they have. God had brought him 
through so many afflictions and so many temptations that his poems 
bore the marks not only of his “utmost art”77 but also of utmost reality. 
Sitting finally in peace at his Master’s table did not come without the 
temptations of all that the world had to offer—the lure of academia, 
the pull of political power, the raw pleasures of the body that are open 
to such positions—he had known access to them all.

His poem called “The Pearle” includes in the title “Matth. 13.” It’s a 
reference to Matthew 13:45–46, “The kingdom of heaven is like a mer-
chant in search of fine pearls, who, on finding one pearl of great value, 
went and sold all that he had and bought it.” The poem unfolds Her-
bert’s experience of the world and how he came to purchase the pearl.

I know the wayes of learning; both the head
And pipes that feed the presse, and make it runne;
. . .

I know the wayes of honour, what maintains
The quick returns of courtesie and wit:
. . .

I know the wayes of pleasure, the sweet strains,
The lullings and the relishes of it;
. . .

I know all these, and have them in my hand.
Therefore not sealed, but with open eyes
I fly to thee, and fully understand
Both the main sale, and the commodities;
And at what rate and price I have thy love; . . .78

“Weariness  May Toss Him to My Breast”
He had found, at last, satisfaction and rest in Christ not because he 
didn’t know any alternatives but because he knew them well and 

77 “Praise (II)” in ibid., 507.
78 “The Pearle. Matth. 13” in ibid., 322–23 (emphasis mine).
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found that they were not enough. One of his most famous poems, 
“The Pulley,” describes how God himself gave wonderful gifts in this 
world but plotted to protect man from idolatry by withholding rest.

The Pulley

When God at first made man,
Having a glasse of blessings standing by;
Let us (said he) poure on him all we can:
Let the worlds riches, which dispersed lie,

Contract into a span.

So strength first made a way;
Then beautie flow’d, then wisdome, honour, pleasure:
When almost all was out, God made a stay,
Perceiving that alone of all his treasure

Rest in the bottome lay.

For if I should (said he)
Bestow this jewell 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.

Yet let him keep the rest,
But keep them with repining restlesnesse:
Let him be rich and wearie, that at least,
If goodnesse leade him not, yet wearinesse

May tosse him to my breast.79

“Guilded Clay”
Beauty, wisdom, honor, pleasure—good gifts of God, but O so dan-
gerous. Herbert tasted them both ways. And found, by the sovereign 
grace of God, that restlessness would finally toss him to his Master’s 
breast and seat him at his Master’s table. God granted the miracle of 
the human heart—to see before it is too late that this world, without 
God, is “guilded clay.” Hence his poem “Frailtie” begins,

79 “The Pulley,” in ibid., 548–49.
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Lord, in my silence how do I despise
What upon trust

Is styled honour, riches, or fair eyes;
But is fair dust!

I surname them guilded clay,
Deare earth, fine grasse or hay;

In all, I think my foot doth ever tread
Upon their head.

But even in this poem that begins so confidently, the conflict between 
God and his soul breaks out again:

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.

O brook not this, lest if what even now
My foot did tread,

Affront those joyes, wherewith thou didst endow
And long since wed

My poore soul, ev’n sick of love:
It may a Babel prove

Commodious to conquer heav’n and thee
Planted in me.80

“That which was dust before [in stanza one!], doth quickly rise, and 
prick mine eyes.” The world, that was unattractive in one moment 
rises up and lures his eyes again. So he pleads with God. “O brook not 
this.” Don’t let this happen. Forbid it. Just now my foot was treading 
on the “gay weeds” of this world’s temptations. O let them not rise 
up and prove to be a Tower of Babel in me rising up to oppose heaven 
and God himself.

80 “Frailtie,” in ibid., 260.
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The Triumph of Seeing and 
Saying Divine Beauty
So when Herbert finally came to rest from the battle and take his 
seat at the Master’s table, it was not because there were no power-
ful conflicts. He had known them, fought them, and won them. And 
among his weapons of his triumph were both the seeing and the saying 
of divine beauty. The power of knowing God and the poetic effort of 
showing God had won the day.

Thus George Herbert’s impact as a poet was owing to his deep Re-
formed spirituality—that is, his proven theology of grace, centered on 
the cross—and to the conflicts of his soul that brought him through 
the lures of the world to the love of Christ, and to his poetic effort to 
express all this with his “utmost art” and the “cream of all his heart.”81

A Modest Proposal:  Poetic Effort
In keeping with the focus of this book, I will close this chapter with 
an exhortation for everyone who is called to speak about great things. 
I think that includes everyone—at least everyone who has been called 
out of darkness by Jesus Christ. “But you are . . . a people for his own 
possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of him who called you out 
of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). Every Christian is 
called to speak of God’s excellencies.

My exhortation is that it would be fruitful for your own soul, and 
for the people you speak to, if you also made a poetic effort to see and 
savor and show the glories of Christ. I don’t mean the effort to write 
poetry. Very few are called to do that. I mean the effort to see and 
savor and show the glories of Christ by giving some prayerful effort to 
finding striking, penetrating, and awakening ways of saying the excel-
lencies that we see.

Collecting Proverbs as  Poetic Effort
There are two little-appreciated habits of George Herbert that point 
to the kind of poetic effort for nonpoets that I am commending. First, 
Herbert collected proverbs. These were first published in 1640 in the 

81 “Praise (II),” in ibid., 507.
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periodical Witts Recreation, under the title: “Outlandish Proverbs Se-
lected by Mr. G. H.” Most of them were translations of proverbs from 
French, Spanish, and Italian sources. That’s why they were called “Out-
landish Proverbs,” which simply meant, at that time, outside our own 
land, that is, foreign. There were at least 1,184 of these proverbs, which 
are available today in F. E. Hutchinson’s The Works of George Herbert.

Collecting proverbs was not an unusual practice at the time. We 
know, for example, that Francis Bacon, Erasmus, and two of Herbert’s 
brothers collected proverbs. Herbert’s collection included sayings like:

2. He begins to die, that quits his desires.
12. A good bargain is a pick-purse.
13. The scalded dog fears cold water.
14. Pleasing ware is half sold.
35. He loses nothing, that loses not God.
199. I wept when I was borne, and every day shows why.
258. I had rather ride on an ass that carries me, than a horse that 

throws me.
456. Good finds good.
698. Though you see a Church-man ill, yet continue in the Church 

still.
769. One foot is better then two crutches.
1059. Heresy may be easier kept out, than shook off.
1074. Two sparrows on one Ear of Corn make an ill agreement.
1121. We must recoil a little, to the end we may leap the better.
1122. No love is foul, nor prison fair.
1159. A man is known to be mortal by two things, Sleep and Lust.
1174. Civil Wars of France made a million of Atheists, and thirty 

thousand Witches.
1182. Money wants no followers.

Language That Strikes Home
Jane Falloon gives one explanation of Herbert’s practice of collecting 
such proverbs:

He showed a delight  in them, and used them in his poems, es-
pecially in the long poem “The Sacrifice,” in which many of the 
verses contain a proverb. Herbert must have collected them as other 
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people collect stamps or matchboxes: a light-hearted hobby with 
underlying gleams of seriousness, in the succinct wisdom so many 
of them hold.82

I agree. But I would add this. Herbert was committed to speaking of the 
glories of Christ with language that struck home. Part of his poetic ef-
fort was to understand why certain ways of saying things had attained 
proverbial status. Why do these words strike and stick? And his aim 
was to form the habit of speaking and writing with this pungency.

When you read Herbert’s poems, you can see the effect of the pithy, 
epigrammatic influence of proverbial diction. Some of the proverbs are 
manifestly poetic: “No love is foul, nor prison fair.” Others are shrewd: 
“Pleasing ware is half sold.” Others are humorously illuminating: “The 
scalded dog fears cold water.” Others are profound: “He loses noth-
ing, that loses not God.” And all of them bear the kind of short, sharp, 
compact, aphoristic mark that we find in so many of Herbert’s poems. 
For example, his line: “While all things have their will, yet none but 
thine.”83 Or: “A verse may find him, who a sermon flies.”84 Or: “Beauty 
and beauteous words should go together.”85 Or: “What Adam had, and 
forfeited for all, Christ keepeth now, who cannot fail or fall.”86

So my point is this: Whether you aim to write poetry or not, there 
are things you can do that make your speech more savory, more com-
pelling, more like the point of Proverbs 25:11: “A word fitly spoken is 
like apples of gold in a setting of silver.” Or Proverbs 15:23: “To make 
an apt answer is a joy to a man, and a word in season, how good it is!”

The Poetic Effort of Loving Music
I mentioned that there were two habits Herbert had which were part 
of his poetic effort. One was collecting proverbs. The other was the 
pursuit and enjoyment of music. He was an accomplished lutenist and 
played the viol. About a fourth of his poems refer to music.87 He said 
once, “Music points the way to heaven as it frees us, for the moment, 

82 Falloon, Heart in Pilgrimage, 53.
83 “Providence,” Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 417.
84 “The Church-porch,” in ibid., 50.
85 “Forerunners,” in ibid., 612.
86 “The Holdfast,” in ibid., 499.
87 Summers, George Herbert, 157.
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from the limitations of our bodily being and gives us strength back to 
believe in final harmony.”88 His earliest biographer wrote:

His chiefest recreation was Music, in which heavenly art he was 
a most excellent master, and did himself compose many Divine 
Hymns and Anthems, which he set and sang to his lute or viol: 
and though he was a lover of retiredness, yet his love of Music was 
such, that he went usually twice every week, on certain appointed 
days, to the Cathedral Church in Salisbury; and at his return would 
say “that his time spent in prayer, and Cathedral-music elevated his 
soul, and was his Heaven upon earth.”89

It seems to me that for Herbert, music functioned to shape both the 
source and the style of his poetry. By source, I mean his soul. If the 
soul has no harmony, the mind will have no poetry. Music shaped his 
soul and put him in a frame of mind that could see and savor beauty. 
And music shaped his style. He is lyrical. His poems don’t just say; 
they sing. There is a musical flow.

So music was part of Herbert’s poetic effort. That is, it was a part 
of his life that contributed to the compelling way he spoke and wrote. 
Whether it is in collecting pungent proverbs or loving beautiful music, 
there are ways to enrich and refine and sharpen the penetrating power 
of your language. This is part of what I mean by poetic effort.

Saying as  a  Way of Seeing
For Herbert, these habits supported the main path of seeing and savor-
ing the beauty of Christ—the path of writing poetry. This path was 
not only a way of saying but a way of seeing. What I am proposing is 
that Herbert’s effort to write with unusual poetic power was a way of 
meditating on the glories of Christ. I am suggesting that poetic effort 
is a fruitful means of meditation.

In this, I’m proposing one answer (among many) to the question: 
What does it mean to meditate on the excellencies—the glories—of 
Christ? What ways has God given us for lingering over the glory-laden 
Word of God until that glory is seen and savored in our minds and 

88 Magee, George Herbert, 23.
89 Falloon, Heart in Pilgrimage, 48.
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hearts in a way that is worthy of its supreme value? What steps can we 
take to help us fruitfully meditate on the glory of Christ until we see?

Of course, one essential biblical answer is to pray. Pray prayers like, 
“Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things” (Psalm 119:18). Or 
as Paul prays, “[Have] the eyes of our hearts enlightened” (Ephesians 
1:18). We often fail to see glory because we don’t earnestly ask to see it.

But then what? Suppose you have prayed earnestly for God to open 
the eyes of your heart so that ordinary words in the Bible become radi-
ant with glory, beauty, and excellence. Now what? After we have asked 
God to do his part, what is our part? Through what human means does 
God intend to do his part? The answer I am proposing in this book is 
this: poetic effort. And the conviction behind it is this: The effort to say 
freshly is a way of seeing freshly. The effort to say strikingly is a way of seeing 
strikingly. The effort to say beautifully is a way of seeing beauty. And you don’t 
have to write poetry to make this “poetic” effort.

For George Herbert, poetry was a form of mediation on the glories 
of Christ mediated through the Scriptures. Conceiving and writing 
poems was a way of holding a glimpse of divine glory in his mind and 
turning it around and around until it yielded an opening into some as-
pect of its essence or its wonder that he had never seen before—or felt.

This is meditation: Getting glimpses of glory in the Bible or in the 
world and turning those glimpses around and around in your mind, 
looking and looking. And for Herbert, this effort to see and savor the 
glory of Christ was the effort to say it as it had never been said before.

The Greatest Example of 
Turning the Diamond
One of the best examples of Herbert’s meditation on a single glory by 
turning it around and around before his eyes is his poem on the glori-
ous reality of prayer. My guess is that when you read my phrase “glori-
ous reality of prayer,” you feel a disconnect between my big language 
and your small experience of prayer. Yes. So do I. But just a moment’s 
reflection and you realize, prayer is glorious. How could talking to the 
Creator of the universe personally not be glorious? How could some-
thing not be glorious that cost the Son of God his life, so that sinners 
may come boldly to a throne, not of judgment, but of grace. Herbert 
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tasted this glory, and he wanted to see more. So he turned this dia-
mond around and around. Read Herbert’s meditation on prayer slowly.

Prayer (I)

Prayer the Churches banquet, Angels age,
Gods breath in man returning to his birth,
The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage,

The Christian plummet sounding heav’n and earth;

Engine against th’ Almightie, sinners towre,
Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear,
The six-daies world transposing in an houre,

A kinde of tune, which all things heare and fear;

Softnesse, and peace, and joy, and love, and blisse,
Exalted Manna, gladnesse of the best,
Heaven in ordinarie, man well drest,

The milkie way, the bird of Paradise,

Church-bels beyond the starres heard, the souls bloud,
The land of spices; something understood.90

Twenty-five images of prayer. My favorite is “reversed thunder.” Think 
of it! Where did these pictures, these images, these words, come from? 
They came from long, focused, prayerful, Bible-saturated brooding over 
a single glorious reality. They came from humble, prayerful poetic effort. 
Before this effort, prayer was a word. Perhaps a wonderful word. Perhaps 
a rich experience. But now, on this side of the poetic effort, prayer is 
seen to be more than we ever dreamed. Herbert saw as he labored to say.

Putting into Words as  a  Way of Seeing Worth
Herbert found, as most poets have, that the effort to put the glimpse 
of glory into striking or moving words makes the glimpse grow. The 
effort to say deeply what he saw made the seeing deeper. The effort to 
put the wonder in an unexpected rhyme, a pleasing rhythm, a startling 
cadence or meter, an uncommon metaphor, a surprising expression, 

90 “Prayer (I),” in Wilcox, English Poems of George Herbert, 178.
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an unusual juxtaposition, or in words that blend agreeably with as-
sonance or consonance—all this effort (I’m calling it poetic effort quite 
apart from poem writing) caused his heart’s eyes to see the wonder in 
new ways. The poetic effort to say beautifully was a way of seeing beauty. The 
effort to find worthy words for Christ opens to us more fully the worth 
of Christ—and the experience of the worth of Christ. As Herbert says of 
his own poetic effort: “It is that which, while I use, I am with thee.”91

My point of application is that this can be true for all of us—all 
those who have tasted and seen that the Lord is good. All who have 
been called out of darkness into the light of marvelous realities—
“unsearchable riches of Christ” (Ephesians 3:8). Preachers have this 
job supremely. But all of us, Peter says, are called out of darkness to 
“proclaim the excellencies” (1 Peter 2:9). When we were converted to 
Christ, we were thrown into an ocean of wonder. In this life, we are 
to get a start on the eternity we will spend going deeper and higher 
into the “unsearchable riches.” And my point here for all of us is the 
effort to put the excellencies into worthy words is a way of seeing the worth of the 
excellencies. The effort to say more about the glory than you have ever said is a 
way of seeing more than you have ever seen.

Poetry is a pointer to this. What poetry emphasizes—poetry from 
George Herbert and poetry throughout the Bible—is that the effort to 
say it surprisingly and provocatively and beautifully uncovers truth 
and beauty that you may not find any other way. I say it carefully. I 
do not claim that poetic effort is a necessary way of seeing a facet of 
Christ’s beauty. God may open our eyes by other means—by some act 
of obedience, by hard study, by watching the mountains, by the gift of 
your own cancer, or by the death of your spouse or your child. But the 
poetic effort is a way—a pervasively biblical way, a historically proven 
way—of seeing and savoring and showing the glory of God.

Therefore, I commend it to you. And I commend one of its greatest 
patrons, the poet-pastor, George Herbert.

91 See note 59 on the poem “Quidditie.” His poem, “Prayer,” is one of the clearest examples of the fruit 
of lingering over a glory—in this case the glory of prayer—and seeing the wonders of it by the poetic 
effort to say it in ways it had never been said before. 
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