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Herbert’s explorations of human selfhood. 

 

A central conceit in Herbert’s poetry is that individual selfhood is subordinate to divine 

sanction, inasmuch as human agency, ability and achievement are seen ultimately to derive 

by the grace of God. In other words, human selfhood, such as it reflects the above, is 

conferred by God alone. For, as Herbert writes in ‘The Watercourse’, the deity is He ‘Who 

gives to man, as He sees fit’ (10). What selfhood we possess, then, is seen to be given by 

God. In this view, selfhood is very much an articulation of subjective human engagement 

with the divine (in the sense Martin Luther espoused). Thus for Herbert the realisation of 

selfhood is indivisibly linked to spiritual realisation – and thus to reading sacral texts, 

whereupon the personal hermeneutics of individual Bible reading are at the forefront of 

salvation. This onus on individual reading – quite essential to Herbert’s conception of self – 

is a reflection of the Protestant doctrine of sola scriptura: where Scripture alone is the path to 

salvation and the Bible (as opposed to the Church) is the ultimate authority in matters of 

faith. Accordingly, in ‘Holy Scriptures’ Herbert writes: ‘Thy words do finde me out, & 

parallels bring, / And in another make me understood’ (11-12). Note how selfhood, here, is 

intertwined with the ‘words’ of God, of Scripture: which words enable the speaker – as 

individual self – to be ‘understood’ by ‘another’. In consequence, Scripture comes to mediate 

one’s conception of the inner world (of self) and outer world (of others). The articulation of 

selfhood comes, then, in living out sacral directives, which, in the Christian world view, 

necessarily prioritise the spiritual self, the soul (as redeemed through Christ), over the 

corporeal self, the body, of the individual subject.   

 

This distinction between body and soul is paramount in Herbert’s poetry, which often 

explores notions of selfhood in relation to those tensions which obtain between the spiritual 



Oxbridge Essays  www.oxbridgeessays.com 

and the physical, which two entities, though in conflict, are indivisibly linked. This complex 

interlink conjures ambiguity as to any sense of an integral ‘self’. For one thing, the 

postlapsarian (physical) body is inherently afflicted with Original Sin, rendering it distant 

from God. So, in ‘Affliction’, Herbert overtly employs the metaphor of malady to depict 

humankind’s inherent spiritual deficiency, wherein: ‘Sicknesses cleave my bones, / 

Consuming agues dwell in ev’ry vein’ (26-27). Here, Herbert evokes a metaphysical conceit, 

turning the reader’s gaze inward, to the bones and veins, which are ‘cleaved’ and ‘consumed’ 

by the ‘Sickness’ (of Sin), thus indicating the intrinsic, bone-deep and therefore inescapable 

(spiritual) deficiencies of the flesh. The metaphor of ‘Sickness’ (of the flesh) extends by 

implication to the Remedy of faith (that is, salvation), by which means God heals the titular 

‘Affliction’. So the poem asserts, ‘thou art / All my delight, so all my smart: / Thy crosse 

took up in one / By way of imprest, all my future mone’ (12-15). Note, again, the tension 

between body and spirit, suffering and salvation – ‘my delight’ and simultaneously ‘my 

smart’ – all fused in the paradoxical redemption/betrayal of Calvary, whereby the ‘crosse’ 

becomes the site at which such binaries are overcome. As a result, the means of overcoming 

the ‘cleave’ which defines human selfhood is to embrace the Cross, that is, Christ – who now 

takes on our future sin, troped here as pain, ‘mone’ (moan), so as to continue the metaphor of 

physical affliction.   

 

The conceit of Christ enabling transcendence over the binary conflict of human selfhood is 

important because it bespeaks a theological orientation which asserts communal identity – as 

Christians, souls – as taking precedent over autonomous individual selfhood. Following this 

vein, Herbert often contrasts the moral weakness of the individual with the potential for 

redemption in humankind overall. We see this in the poem ‘Faith’:  
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When creatures had no reall light 

Inherent in them, thou didst make ye Sunn 

Impart a lustre & allow them bright 

This shadows out what Christ hath done (33-36) 

 

The autonomous self is subordinate to the collective Christian self which is spiritually 

redeemed through Christ. Indeed, the physical self, in this view, is only a vessel for the 

spiritual essence within, which may be redeemed in God. Hence selfhood – in the sense of 

integral autonomy apart from God – equates to a sort of profane construct, an illusion of true 

independence (in the individual subject). This construct cannot hold true seeing as, in this 

distinctly Anglican poetic cosmos, God is necessarily the first cause, thus author, of all 

human action. As a consequence of this Calvinistic onus on predestination, human selfhood 

(as individual agency) is provisional. Even the authorial self conforms to this conceit, 

because, if God oversees all, then poetry likewise must, in the fundamental sense, be 

attributed to Him. Herbert thus orients his entire poetics around devotional gestures to 

Heaven, in which he – as poet, subject, self – is continually, metaphorically made prostrate. 

In ‘The Crosse’, for instance, we read: ‘I am in all a weak and disabled thing / Save in the 

sight thereof, where strength doth sing’ (17-18). Here, the wellspring of strength is the deity. 

This fundamental effacement of selfhood carries over even unto Herbert’s own poetic 

persona and the speaker of his poems. So, in ‘Employment’ we read: ‘The sweetness and the 

praise were thine / But the extension in the room / which in thy garland I should fill, were 

mine’ (5-7). Herbert’s intent is primarily theological and hence he, as poet, disdains to usurp 

God’s ultimate authority. The poet thus represents a vessel, an ‘extension’, of God: a 

manifestation of His presence on Earth (‘in the room’). It is God to whom the real ‘garland’ is 

accordingly due. Once more, we see the concept of a dual nature to human identity and 
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selfhood, whereupon Herbert, as poet, cedes primacy, and thus arguably relinquishes 

autonomous selfhood, to the authority of God – of which he is merely an extension. This 

individual instance of God taking precedence over the individual neatly captures the broader 

framework of Herbert’s poetics: in which individual selfhood is always rendered secondary 

and inferior to the collective spiritual identity of humankind as redeemed by God.  

 

  


