“This most high day:” George Herbert and the liturgical seasons

I have chosen to speak about Herbert’s use of the liturgical seasons in his poetry as I believe this reflects the wider use of the liturgy in his work and helps both to explain his place within the religious controversies of his time and the interrelation of cycle and progression within “The Church.” Conformity to the liturgy of the Church of England was central to Herbert’s spiritual life; in the Preface to The Temple Nicholas Ferrar states that Herbert’s “obedience and conformity to the Church and the discipline thereof was singularly remarkable”,
 citing his twice daily attendance with his family and the influence this had on his parishioners. A significant characteristic of the Book of Common Prayer is its provision of the shape of the liturgical year, based around the main festivals of the Church and providing a cycle as a memorial of the life of Christ and the wider Church. The exact status of such festivals was contested by the puritans, and some critics attempt to place Herbert within that context. Despite the phrase from my title “This most high day” which suggests the distinction of holy days, the final lines of the same poem “Easter” are quoted to suggest a sabbatarian perspective. “We count three hundred but we miss; There is but one and that one ever” can be read to imply that the celebrations of Easter must take place on every day. The puritan perspective is that the pattern of individual devotion must be performed daily and that the artificial imposition of a certain mood by the Church calendar requires the false creation of an emotional state.
 The model of continuous development is also rejected by the Puritans as negated by their understanding of the predestined “elect.” Herbert does in fact dedicate a poem, “Sunday” to extolling the Sabbath day which stresses the weekly pattern with no indication of any extra devotion. He states “Sundays the pillars are,/ On which heav’n’s palace arched lies” (22-3), while the weekdays simply fill the space with “vanities” (25). Yet the interrelation between the cyclical structure of the liturgical seasons and a progressive model of personal development is a vital aspect of Herbert’s engagement with the Church calendar. Almost paradoxically, it is through the repetition and completion of the cycle that a deeper understanding of the individual relationship with God is achieved, as by partaking in the events of Christ’s life the believer becomes steadily more Christ-like. 
The liturgical structure of The Temple indicated most strikingly by the titles of the poems and developed in the profound interaction between the liturgical cycle and individual development is impossible to ignore. On a basic level Herbert’s placement of poems which refer to liturgical festivals reflects the structure of the Church calendar. Although the cycle does not begin with Advent as in the Book of Common Prayer, the movement from the poem “Good Friday”, the first direct evocation of a liturgical holy day, follows the cycle from that point. “Good Friday” and “Easter” are separated by two poems, the first extending the theme of Good Friday and the second “Sepulchre” representing Christ’s burial on Easter-Even. After the two Easter poems “Easter” and “Easter-Wings” the next liturgical reference is Whitsunday. This poem is especially significant as not only does it reflect on the sending of the Holy Spirit to the disciples, but specifically pleads “Restore this day… /Unto his ancient and miraculous right” (27-8), unequivocally associating the gift of the Spirit with the festival designated by the Church. The previously mentioned poem “Sunday” in fact is placed fittingly between “Trinity Sunday” and the poems concerning the Virgin Mary which evoke Advent, as this portion of the church year is filled with a long sequence of “Sundays after Trinity” unbroken by major festivals. The poem “To All Angels and Saints” also evokes the festivals of St Michael and All Angels, and All Saint’s Day, both of which fall towards the end of this period. The poem “Christmas” is then followed by “Lent” which completes the cycle. This does not encompass the whole collection; in fact the poem “Lent” occurs less than half way through “The Church”; however, the liturgical basis is established and the pattern of Christian life continues within this context. 
The ingrained nature of the liturgy for Herbert extends much further than simply an awareness of the progress of the Church calendar; not only are the poems linked to the liturgy in their relation to each other, but their content often reflects the Collect and Proper Psalms and Lessons assigned by the Book of Common Prayer to that day. The first part of “Good Friday” draws on the themes of the opening poems of “The Church” in its exploration of the impossibility of adequately responding to Christ’s sacrifice, but the second part draws on the Epistle for the day which contrasts the blood sacrifices of the Jews with Christ’s offering of “one sacrifice for sins for ever” (Hebrews 10.12). Paul quotes from Jeremiah 33 in which God says “I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts” and Herbert unites this with the image of blood sacrifice declaring, 
“Since blood is fittest, Lord, to write

Thy sorrows in, and bloody fight;

My heart hath store, write there.”
(21-3)
Similarly, the poem “Christmas”, though seemingly removed from the traditional nativity scene, draws on the liturgical resources of the day for its interweaving images. The image of light and darkness is central to the Christmas season from the Gospel reading in which John describes Christ, the Word, as the “light that shineth in darkness and the darkness comprehendeth it not” (John 1:5), just as the poet contrasts his “dark soul” (11) with the “glorious, yet contracted light” (9) of Christ. Similarly, the first lesson at Evensong is Isaiah’s prophecy, “the people that walketh in darkness have seen a great light” (Is 9:2), which is directly relevant to the speaker’s situation, “quite astray” (3) with the “grief/ Of pleasures” (6-7), evoking the “shadow of death” (9:2) of which Isaiah speaks. Such a shadow also falls over the child in the manger in the final line of the sonnet in which the “rack or grave” (14) points to the cross through which God’s grace will come to man. Paradoxically, the speaker has already received this grace; the “sweet relief” (8) provided by Christ was not looked for by the rider who was seeking “pleasures”, yet as Paul states in the letter to Titus that is read at Evensong, “Not by works of righteousness which we have done, but according to his mercy he saved us.” (Titus 3.5)  

Such application and integration of liturgical sources demonstrates Herbert’s devotion to the liturgy and his understanding of the Christian year and life in terms of the Church calendar on an institutional level. Nevertheless, the personal and private import of these lyrics cannot be ignored, as demonstrated by the subtitle to The Temple “sacred poems and private ejaculations.” As Guibbory argues, Herbert “personalises and spiritualises Church festivals;”
 the poems charting the liturgical year serve as reflections on its significance in the context of Herbert’s personal prayer and development in relationship with God. The first poem referring directly to the liturgical calendar, “Good Friday”, is forcefully personal; it opens with the exclamation “O my chief good” (1), and the two central lines of the first stanza repeat the structure “How shall I” (2, 3) firmly establishing the emphasis on the individual’s response to an awareness of Christ’s sacrifice. Paradoxically, the answer to such personal examination is that the speaker must submit his heart to Christ and rely on him to “fill the place/ And keep possession with thy grace” (29-30), a constant theme throughout Herbert’s collection. Though the title unequivocally evokes a specific moment in the Church’s year and the corresponding event in the historical life of Christ, the poet is concerned with the implications for the individual believer and provides a meditation designed to be understood in conjunction with the Prayer Book services. The opening line, by repeating the word “good” seeks to explore the explanation of such a title for the memorial of Christ’s crucifixion, while the second section directly evokes the physical artefacts of Christ’s death, the “whips,” “nails,” “wounds,” and “woes” (26) in the context of the speaker’s heart, demonstrating the spiritual significance of the physical sufferings. 

The poem “Christmas” draws together the historical and liturgical associations of the festival through an emphasis, especially in the first section, on the effect of Christ’s incarnation on the individual believer, and the appropriate response, as embodied in the second section. Wood describes the poem as “equally refer[ing] to the historical, liturgical and personal advents of Christ”,
 but the poem is neither a direct evocation of the historical birth of Christ, nor the liturgical celebration of it. Instead, it provides a slightly unexpected and challenging link between the two through the figure of the traveller who, seeking after pleasures, finds the incarnate Christ instead and must therefore respond by singing his praises. The direct placing of a contemporary speaker in the position of stumbling upon “my dearest Lord” (6) waiting in an Inn to provide “sweet relief” (8) contracts the birth of an infant Christ who “stole into a manger” (10) with the risen, ascended and glorified Christ who is beside and within every Christian traveller. Just as in “Sepulchre” the tomb of Christ’s burial becomes the human heart, here the “dark soul” (11) of the speaker is offered as an alternative to the manger or cross, both contained in the word “rack.” The song which follows the sonnet continues the metaphorical exploration of the speaker’s soul now defined as a “shepherd” with a “flock… / Of thoughts, and words, and deeds” (17-18) feeding on the word of God. The quest for a proper lasting praise of Christ leads to an intimate depiction of the result of the Incarnation in the role reversal of the light of the sun, representing Christ, and the music of the speaker, which shall “so twine,/ Till ev’n his beams sing, and my music shine” (33-4); a final perfect and personal union is obtained through a full understanding and praise of the incarnate Christ. 

The poem “Trinite Sunday” is the ultimate expression of a personal reflection inspired by the liturgical influences associated with a particular day. The entire poem is structured around groups of three to reflect the divine trinity; three stanzas of three lines each culminate in the final stanza in which each line also contains a threefold construction. Once again the focus is on the individual’s relationship with God, in this case in his three-fold nature, with each line of the first two stanzas depicting one person of the trinity. The first stanza addresses what God has done for the speaker; the Father has “formed” (1) him, the Son has “redeemed” (2) him, and the Spirit has “sanctified” (3) him. Similarly, in the second stanza the plea to “purge” (4) is directed to the Father, while the confession of sin is related to the Son’s bearing of all sins on the cross, and the ability to “strive to sin no more” (6) is given by the Spirit. There is no mention of the day itself or even a direct evocation of the Triune God, but the final stanza represents the fulfilment of a Trinitarian understanding of the Christian life. 
Enrich my heart, mouth, hands in me,

With faith, with hope, with charity;

That I may run, rise, rest with thee. 
(7-9)
Such an integrated and imbedded application of liturgical influences could be read as negating the need for the church calendar to focus on the individual’s journey with God, yet even such an internalised poem is unmistakeably placed in the context of a specific liturgical moment through its title. The awareness of both a formalised liturgical background and, by implication, its place within the community of the church is most explicit in many of the poems which move from a personal to a collective understanding of the response to the implications of the specific feast day. The movement from the first person pronoun, “I” to the collective second person “we” is identified by Targoff as one of the defining factors of common prayer itself.
 The poems begin in a liturgical context through their titles, supported by the echoes of set prayers and readings for the day, and then move into personal reflection on the significance, but the majority do not conclude at this point. The understanding is brought full circle, reflecting the cycle of the liturgical year, in returning to the communal context and reaffirming the personal engagement in liturgical form. Van Wengen-Shute argues that there is “something more” in Herbert’s treatment of the liturgy, but she identifies this as the ability to look beyond the formalised prayer book as a result of the devotional experience.
 However, to present the liturgy as superseded by individual devotion is to mistake the heart of Herbert’s spirituality. Certainly his public devotion is not performed for its own sake, but for the sake of the development of his personal relationship with God; nevertheless the poems of the liturgical calendar succeed both in exploring the personal resonances of the day and then drawing the reader back to the congregation of the faithful. In “Christmas” this is seen in the need of the speaker to join in the joyful song of the shepherds in recognition of their shared purpose. The inclusive pronoun of “We sing one common Lord” (25) unites the shepherds and the speaker with the natural world represented by the sun in a joint project of praise. “Whitsunday” presents an equally dramatic transition from the highly personal first stanza imploring “Listen sweet Dove unto my song,/ And spread thy golden wings in me” (1-2), to the universal application in the final stanzas affirming a common human identity in the face of the greatness of God; “Lord, though we change, thou art the same” (25). The final prayer “Restore this day” is noticeably free from personal pronouns and by implication represents the voice of the Church praying for the coming of the Spirit achieved through the experience of personal devotion. 

The central concept of progression within the cycle of the liturgy is demonstrated on a smaller scale in the poem “Lent.” The poem seeks to critically engage with the liturgical structure while simultaneously gaining a deeper understanding from its fulfilment. It begins on a slightly unexpected note welcoming the “dear feast” (1) of Lent, the season dedicated to fasting, but the subsequent lines establishe Herbert’s adherence to the Scriptural and ecclesiastical authorities; “The Scriptures bid us fast; the Church says now” (4). The poem continues with a justification of Church imposed devotion placing the blame of disagreement on the individual as “a scandal to the Church” (11) and not the reverse, and praising authority for providing an occasion for “temperance” (14). Although aware of the potential dangers of too much ecclesiastical power, Herbert enumerates and dismisses the possible objections to the season, significantly describing the “pendant profits” (25) in terms of the symbolism of spring and Easter, placing Lent in the context of the cycle of both the natural and liturgical calendar. The sixth stanza moves to a more personal evocation of the Christian pilgrimage, striving to follow the example of Christ which by the seventh stanza is expressed in the intimate relationship with “my God” who may “take me by the hand” (40-1). The universal and distant command of the Church has been interpreted and developed into a personal relationship which leads, in the final stanza, to an expression of the communal voice and a transformation of a restrictive “fast” to a banquet of charity, recalling the first line of the poem. Hodgkins argues that this signifies a freedom from the ritual demands of the Church,
 but Herbert’s inclusive vision of this feast reflects the individual development occasioned by performance of the cycle. Among those “poor” being banqueted by the fasting from sin is the speaker’s own soul demonstrating personal benefit and growth through the communal observance of the Church’s liturgical year. This model applies to the poetry and The Temple as a whole in its interaction with the liturgical calendar; the cyclical movement allows for development and growth through repetition as a deeper understanding is gained in shared experience. 
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