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INTRODUCTION 

Take heed unto thyself and to doctrine < be to the flock of 
Christ as a shepherd not a wolf; feed them, devour them not. Hold 
up the weak, heal the sick, bind up the broken, bring again the 
outcasts, seek the lost. Be so merciful that you be not too remiss; so 
minister discipline that you forget not mercy. 

(Book of Common Prayer: ‘The Consecration of Bishops’) 
 

God be in my head and in my understanding. God be in my 
eyes and in my looking. God be in my mouth and in my speaking. 
God be in my heart and in my thinking. God be at mine end and at 
my departing.  

(Anonymous, sixteenth century) 
 

These two quotations illustrate the ethos of the Anglican Church: 

sober discipline and godly living, combined with tenderness and 

devotion in the first, the simplicity of the dedication of the whole 

person in the second. The seventeenth century saw the formation of a 

distinctively Anglican tradition within the Christian Church: an 

Anglican theology, liturgy, and spirituality grew out of the new 

church order, taking a form which its creators asserted to be the best: 

neither that of Rome nor that of Geneva, but containing the best of 

them both. Members of the Church of England (and indeed of the 

entire Anglican Communion) are heirs of this distinctive form of 

Christian life which began with so much enthusiasm and confidence, 

yet which may now seem alien and very far away. It is only four 

hundred years—which, as history goes, is not a very considerable 

time—yet it seems as if a chasm divides us from the period of the 

Reformation in England. Cranmer, Hooker, Jewel, and Fuller in the 

first generation; Laud, Andrewes, Taylor, Donne, Herbert, and Ken in 

the next—these are often, at best, names connected with the golden 

age of English literature. No doubt this is a part of the more general 

de-christianization of Europe, that experience of a decisive break with 

the past that is almost universal in the twentieth century, in religion 

as much as in culture. But it should be of some concern for Anglicans 

to know their own heritage and to explore it to the full as an integral 

part of the life of the whole tradition of Christian spirituality.  

Even if the seventeenth-century divines may at first sight seem to 

have little relevance to a ‘post-Christian’ technological age, there are 
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at least two reasons for examining this part of the Anglican heritage. 

The first is that no generation ever entirely leaves the past behind: 

whatever we have been we still, in some sense, are; and the memory 

of the past is part of what it means to be human. The second is that 

there is at present a great hunger for ‘spirituality’, a need to be 

anchored somehow in a deeper dimension than that provided by a 

materialistic society. One way to be in touch with this dimension is to 

sit at the feet of those who have had experience of it and to hear from 

them words that can be life-giving. A ‘staretz’ of the Orthodox 

Church, an Indian ‘guru’, can be listened to in this way. It seems 

reasonable to think that the Anglican divines, along with other great 

writers in the Christian tradition of spirituality, can be ‘heard’ in the 

same way. By reading what they have written, we can ‘sit at their 

feet’, in case any sound of their wisdom, or any knowledge of their 

holy lives, may reach us and rouse an echo in reply. 

In this book several authors have combined to describe some of 

the great Christians of seventeenth-century England and to indicate 

the spiritual wealth they have to offer. Three of them are famous in 

every sense : William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury under 

Charles I; Lancelot Andrewes, bishop and court preacher under 

Elizabeth I and James I; Jeremy Taylor, chaplain to the Earl of 

Carbury, and bishop during the Restoration reign of Charles II. Two 

of them, George Herbert and Henry Vaughan, a priest and a layman, 

are among the great poets of the English language. Mark Frank, the 

least well-known, is in some ways the most representative: he was 

simply a scholar and a divine, a Fellow of Pembroke College, 

Cambridge, and its Master at the Restoration. There are others who 

might have been included—John Donne and Bishop Ken, for 

instance—but those that have been included may be taken as 

representative of Anglicanism during its formative period. 

The situation of these men seems at first sight very different from 

that of twentieth-century Anglicans. The former were the creators, 

the latter the inheritors—and that is a wide difference. They lived at a 

time when the reformed Church of England was new and exciting. 

Men in the previous century had struggled to establish it, to define it, 

to formulate its doctrine, and to give it a sense of historical 

continuity. The Church of England ‘by law established’ had its 
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enthusiastic supporters, and many of its members thought it the 

finest form of Christianity ever known. In a sermon preached before 

the opening of the Irish Parliament, Jeremy Taylor claimed that ‘we 

have the best king and the best church’; and later he wrote with 

complete assurance, ‘When men have tried all they can, it is to be 

supposed that they will return to the excellency and advantages of 

the Christian religion as it is taught by the Church of England, in that 

truth of propositions, in that unblameable and pious liturgy, and in 

preaching the necessities of a holy life’.1 Few, if any, Anglicans would 

make such a claim today. But the notion that the Anglican 

Communion has a special and reconciling place among the churches 

of Christendom persists. The vision of a catholicism that would unite 

East and West as well as Catholic and Protestant which has led 

Anglicans in the twentieth century to participate in the ecumenical 

movement in all its aspects, has its starting point and parallel with 

the seventeenth-century divines. They had continual experience of 

dialogue with Protestants at home and abroad, some contact with 

Roman Catholics, much admiration for and understanding of the 

Greek Fathers. They looked with special interest towards the 

Orthodox Christians (those ‘orient kirks’, as a Scots presbyter called 

them) as being, like themselves, catholic but not papal. Their attitude 

is best expressed in the dying words of Bishop Thomas Ken:  

 
I die in the Holy Catholic and Apostolic faith professed by the 
whole church before the disunion of East and West; more 
particularly I die in the communion of the Church of England, as it 
stands distinguished from all papal and puritanical innovations, and 
as it adheres to the doctrine of the Cross. 2  

 

In the words of Taylor, quoted above, there is the phrase ‘the best 

king’. This devotion to royalty, in the concept of ‘the godly prince’, 

was part of the outlook of seventeenth-century Anglican divines. 

Behind the theory is a question of perennial interest, the right 

relationship between church and state, and the concern a Christian 

should have in politics. These men saw political and social action as 

an integral part of the life of man in society and therefore as a part of 

the right ordering of the world by man as God’s steward. Both 

Andrewes and Taylor were involved in political affairs, and 
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Archbishop Laud applied his understanding of the Gospel to politics 

with consistent if misguided zeal.  

These men were scholars as well as divines, and in one sphere 

they were especially eager to link right praying with right action: this 

was in their concern with words. T. S. Eliot considered that the 

Anglican divines of the seventeenth century came to complete the 

structure of the Church of England with great prose as a vehicle for 

theology.3 This relationship between grammar and theology is 

something of great importance for the Church and has especial 

relevance in our own age which has seen a startling increase in the 

use of the vernacular in worship. The divines about whom we are 

writing were greatly concerned with the right use of language in the 

worship of God. For the first time, God was addressed in English in 

public worship, and his word was delivered to men in English prose. 

For such a dialogue, these men saw to it that their language was as 

perfect as they could make it. Laud had an excellent prose style; 

Andrewes and Taylor were masters of prose, and Mark Frank is in 

many ways their equal; Herbert and Vaughan were major poets. 

With their erudition, their concern for the word of God and the 

words of men, went a whole-hearted desire for holiness of life and 

conduct. It is from their personal lives and their prayers that we may 

learn most. They had a simple desire to ‘follow the most Holy Jesus’ 

in all the ways of love, adoration, and service. The most famous of 

Andrewes’ writings was his book of prayers, and scarcely less 

popular was Taylor’s Holy Living and Holy Dying. Their devotions 

were intimately linked with their conduct in ordinary life. Of 

Andrewes it could be said that ‘he daily spent many hours, yea and 

the greater part of his life, in holy prayers and most abundant tears’.4 

They were not recluses, but busy and active men, most of them 

married, yet they turned the whole of life into prayer. The well-

known lines of Herbert express their attitude: ‘Who sweeps a room as 

for thy laws, / Makes that and the action fine’. Their approach to 

spiritual matters was practical rather than theoretical; it was serious 

but not ponderous; it included common sense and humour, in a way 

that is sometimes called typically English. It produced homely 

imagery about conduits and water-pipes; it displayed their delight in 

the details of nature; it included their discussion in public of intimate 
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matters of conduct, such as breast-feeding for infants; and on 

occasion it produced the kind of down-to-earth advice that Bishop 

Andrewes once gave to a fat alderman of Cambridge. This good man 

regularly fell asleep during the Sunday sermon and was censured for 

it. Distressed, he consulted Andrewes, who advised him to take his 

meal earlier, have a nap, and then come to church. He did so, and, 

says Aubrey, ‘He looks on the preacher all sermon time, spoiling his 

design to damn all who slept during sermon’.5  

Their realistic approach to life in all its details gave these men an 

equally realistic understanding of death. A good death was to them 

an integral part of the Christian life, the ars moriendi to be learned 

while living. In his letter, with Holy Dying, to the Earl of Carbury, 

Taylor wrote, ‘My lord, it is a great art to die, and to be learned by 

men in health’.6 And Andrewes prayed, ‘Grant me so much space of 

life, at the least unto such measure that I may be able therein to 

deplore my sins and grant me a good end which is above every gift, a 

good and holy end of life, a glorious and joyful resurrection’. The 

greatest example of this sincere and Christian approach to death is 

contained in the last sermon and final prayers of the Archbishop who 

died on the scaffold, William Laud, which are given in part in the 

following article. 

In introducing these divines, we have been primarily concerned 

with them as spiritual guides, as godly clerks, teaching by word and 

example. ‘Grant to our clergy’, wrote Andrewes, ‘rightly to divide the 

word of truth and rightly to walk in it.’ It is this unity of life and 

doctrine that is, in the end, their best claim to authenticity. 

Benedicta Ward, SLG  
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A COMMEMORATION SERMON ON WILLIAM LAUD  

PREACHED IN ST. JOHN’S COLLEGE CHAPEL, OXFORD, 7 OCTOBER 1973  

 
by R. W. SOUTHERN 

 

There are many reasons why we should take the opportunity of 

the 400th anniversary of his birth in October 1573 to commemorate 

William Laud. First because he is our greatest benefactor after the 

Founder of the College himself: he built what is still—and may still 

remain when all our new buildings are finished—our finest 

quadrangle, the Canterbury quadrangle. Then, he is without doubt 

the greatest man who has been a member of the College—greatest, I 

mean, in the wide ramifications of his influence, the seriousness of his 

purpose, the consistency of his actions, and the price he paid for this 

constancy of purpose. Besides, there is the manner of his death, and 

his burial here in the Chapel. All these services and associations with 

the College would justify a commemoration. But there is an 

additional reason: he is a man who has been undervalued. Even in 

the College we have been parsimonious in our recognition: no 

monument to him even in this Chapel where his body lies—only the 

obscurely placed brass plate from his coffin which recalls the 

devotion of his chaplain William Dell. Yet it would scarcely be worth 

repairing these injustices of history if he did not have something to 

say to the present—some lessons we can learn from his aims, from his 

errors, and from his final endurance. 

First we may ask what kind of man he was, and here I have no 

intention of flattering him. No one can live with his portrait as much 

as I do without feeling his lack of charm. There he is, always before 

my eyes: puffy, red-faced, bull-necked, blear-eyed, irascible. We 

know that he was small and insignificant, and that he resented the 

contempt men felt for his humble birth. He clearly had a strong drive 

for dominance. This was perhaps the psychological foundation of his 

career: he wanted to control people, and he desired a position which 

would allow him to do so. Not an attractive picture. But note the 
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other side of it: his energies were directed by an intellectual ideal of a 

Christian Commonwealth; and in seeking to bring this into being he 

was entirely fearless, indifferent to public opinion, ready to stand 

alone if need be in the defence of the truth. Most men are anxious for 

high office in order to enjoy the fruits and comforts which come with 

it: Laud despised all this. In his years of power, he plodded on day 

after day, for many hours a day, finding no detail too small for his 

attention as he laboured to bring about the state of affairs which he 

believed to be necessary for the good of the Church and Society. I 

cannot commend all that he did or tried to do. He lacked the human 

touch which would have warned him that men cannot be driven, 

even for their own good, beyond a certain point. But I must honour 

the dedication and self-sacrifice which caused him to spend all his 

energy and substance on the cause that he had at heart. Laud was not 

likeable; but to be likeable is not within our power: we are born what 

we are, and we must make the best of it. Laud’s faults are very great 

and very limiting; but they gave an intensity to his purpose, and a 

driving force to his efforts, which were prolonged long after the time 

when he might have thought himself entitled to a little leisure and 

enjoyment. 

But intensity and unremitting labour are not in themselves 

admirable unless we can approve the end to which they are directed. 

And so we must ask what he did and why he did it.  

As to what he did, I must be very brief. His adult life falls into 

three clearly distinct periods: his College phase, from 1589 to 1621; 

his period of power, from 1621 to 1641; his imprisonment and death, 

from 1641 to 1645. From 1589, when he came to the College as a 

commoner, till 1621 when he finally left, he was essentially a College 

man. For a man of his ambition they must have been intensely 

frustrating years: he wanted to influence events in the great world—

especially to influence the form which the Church of England was 

taking—and he was confined within a narrow circle. In 1610 it must 

have seemed that his chance of influencing affairs had gone for good: 

his Fellowship came to an end and he left the College for a country 

parish in the diocese of Rochester. Then unexpectedly his prospects 

changed. In 1611 Buckeridge, the President of the College, became a 

Bishop, and by the narrow margin of thirteen votes to twelve Laud 
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was elected in his place. It was better than nothing: it gave him 

several things that needed to be put right. He always enjoyed putting 

things right, but his eyes were still fixed on the wider world. These 

were not, I think, very happy years for him. He had to wait in relative 

obscurity and impotence until he was nearly fifty while other men 

took charge. In his years as President eighteen men became Bishops-

most of them younger than he was, nearly all of them insignificant, 

and many of them enemies of what he regarded as the true principles 

of the Church. Then unexpectedly the whole prospect changed. He 

found a patron in the Duke of Buckingham, and in 1621 he became 

Bishop of St. Davids. This in itself was no great promotion. He went 

from the poorest College in Oxford (as it then was) to the poorest 

bishopric in the country. Still, he was now at the centre of affairs, and 

he was soon indispensible: in 1626 he was moved to Wells, in 1628 to 

London, and in 1633 (though he had long been the chief man in the 

Church) to Canterbury. For the next seven years, his was the guiding 

hand in almost every department of government. The imagination 

boggles at the thought of this little son of a Reading cloth merchant 

presiding over the government of a society ostentatiously aristocratic 

at the top and tumultuously unruly at the bottom. Neither his social 

position nor his academic background had in any way fitted him for 

the task. Yet, despite the weaknesses and fears which his diary 

reveals, he held on doggedly and unswervingly to the policy which 

he had formulated for himself years earlier, when he was still a little-

known and pretty widely disliked Fellow of St. John’s. 

What was his policy? Broadly speaking, it was to restore and 

preserve order and stability in society in the face of a rising tide of 

dissent and disorder; and, secondly, to bring English thought and 

learning back into the mainstream of the European tradition after a 

century of confusion and insularity. If we are to see these aims in 

perspective, we must understand how near to chaos England, and 

indeed Europe, came in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. We 

think that chaos is a speciality of our own time: but the social and 

intellectual confusion of Laud’s time was as great as our own; and it 

seemed worse to Laud and his contemporaries who expected a much 

greater degree of order than we do. Nearly everyone thought that it 

was the duty of governments to see that society, in all its activities 
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and relationships, reflected the peace, order, and unity of thought 

and will, of the kingdom of Heaven, so far as human sin allowed. It 

was for this purpose that governments were instituted by God. 

Disorders of thought and action were not to be taken lightly: they 

were God’s judgement on the sins of rulers and people, and they 

were the symptom of a depravity which, if not checked, could 

become totally overwhelming. 

Everybody knew this, but most men in government preferred 

their ease to their duty and let things slide. Not so Laud. He knew 

that it was only by unremitting attention to detail that the corruptions 

of the time could be corrected. Hence, the printer of the Bible who 

had omitted the word not in the command ‘Thou shalt not commit 

adultery’; writers who called the Pope antichrist, or asserted that no 

Roman Catholic could be saved, or argued that there had been no 

visible church throughout the period of papal dominion, or abused 

the Prayer Book as the work of the Devil; preachers who denounced 

Sunday games or refused to bow to the altar—all and every one of 

these had to be corrected; and all, of whatever rank, had to submit to 

the same heavy and even-handed justice. Laud was not revengeful. 

He sometimes intervened to mitigate punishments, but he was never 

swayed by considerations of social influence. So he made enemies at 

every level of society. No doubt he might have been more prudent or 

more compassionate, but he lived in the midst of a torrent of violent 

abuse. The din of angry crowds was forever ringing in his ears. He 

could see with his own eyes the posters stuck up denouncing him as 

an agent of Satan, and he had to read the reports which flowed in. He 

recorded some of these in his diary. For instance, in 1637: 

 

7 July A note was brought me of a short libel pasted on the cross 

in Cheapside, ‘That the Arch-Wolf of Canterbury had his 

hand in persecuting the saints and shedding the blood of 

the martyrs.’ 

 

23 Aug. My Lord Mayor sent me a libel found by the watch at the 

South Gate of St. Paul’s, ‘That the devil had let this house 

to me’. 
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25 Aug. Another libel < on the North Gate of St. Paul’s, ‘That the 

government of the Church of England is a candle in the 

snuff, going out in a stench.’ 

 

The same day < another libel hanged upon the standard 

in Cheapside: my speech in the Star Chamber set in a kind 

of pillory. 

 

29 Aug. Another short libel against me, in verse. 

 

All this was very trying to a naturally irascible temper. Besides, 

he was worn out with business. In his portrait he looks infinitely 

weary; and in his letters to Strafford, he frequently cries out at the 

weight of business; but in the midst of it, he never lost sight of the 

intellectual and spiritual aims of his great plan. If you want to see 

something of the intellectual aims, you may find evidence of them in 

the manuscripts of the Laud collection in the Bodleian library, which 

he gave to St. John’s College and the University over a period of 

thirty years, or you can look at the books still in St. John’s College 

library, which Laud and his friends gave to the College. They are all 

part of a single great effort to refurnish English intellectual life with 

the traditional tools of European thought—to restore in its main 

outlines, with only such changes as new discoveries in science and 

the reformation of Church government made necessary, the 

centuries-old tradition of Christian thought. 

These were his real aims, but of course he was accused of 

working to turn England over to Popery. On this we may read his 

own words, written from prison in 1643 as he looked back on his 

years of power. He was writing in a stiff and formal style as a 

petitioner to Parliament against a threatened sentence of 

transportation, and for ease of understanding I have changed his 

words from the third person to the first:  

 
I thought it would become my place, being Archbishop of 
Canterbury … to show a fervent zeal to Christianity, in reconciling 
as much as might be the Protestant and Catholic religions together, 
that though the principles of both were inconsistent, and in many 
ways far different, yet they might be in some sort made conformable 
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the one to the other, and be brought at least to as near a distance as 
possible, could any way be devised that so they should agree in 
such points as formerly they varied about. 

These aims were, he said, the ground-work of his labours, and I think 

they are a fair summary of his attitude to the ecclesiastical conflict of 

his day. He certainly did not want to restore the papal authority; but 

equally certainly he wanted to preserve the past. It was his central 

theme that the thoughts and institutions of the past needed to be 

reformed, not destroyed; and, to be reformed, they needed first to be 

studied and understood. It was only by making peace between the 

past and the present that men could come together again in peace. It 

was an immense task of repair, requiring constant, diligent and 

detailed work, not the violent, indiscriminate destruction which his 

enemies desired.  

These were the principles which Laud had adopted during his 

years at St. John’s, and he attempted to put them into practice during 

his years of power. He lived for them and died for them. And despite 

all the defects of his personality and all the limitations of his vision, 

they are principles which have come to be seen as reasonable and in 

their main bearing right—and never so much, in all branches of the 

Church, as in our day. 

His life ended in defeat, and the story will not be complete unless 

we follow him to the end, and ask how his principles stood up to 

adversity. Time is short, so we may go at once to his last hour. 

On 10 January 1645, after four years of imprisonment, Laud was 

brought out of the Tower for execution. A bystander has described 

his appearance:  

 
About 11 clock, he was brought to the scaffold strongly guarded. He 
was in ordinary hat faced with taffety, a velvet cap, a narrow band 
and cuffs, a cloth gown new and plain, a grogerone cassock, a broad 
priestly girdle . . . a red waistcoat tied with green strings and edged 
in like manner, a clean shirt of ordinary whiteness and fineness. 
Soon after he came to the former part of the scaffold, he read this 
speech, or rather spake this sermon, looking on his page at the 
beginning of every sentence, standing all that while leaning upon 
the great cross-bar of the scaffold. 

 

This is the beginning of what he said:  
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Good people, You’ll pardon my old memory, and upon so sad 
occasions as I am come to this place, to make use of my papers. I 
dare not trust myself otherwise. 

Good people, this is a very uncomfortable place to preach in, 
and yet I shall begin with a Text of Scripture in the twelfth of the 
Hebrews: ‘Let us run with patience that race that is set before us, 
looking unto Jesus the author and finisher of our faith, who for the 
joy that was set before him, endured the Cross, despising the shame, 
and is set down at the right hand of the Throne of God.’ 

I have been long in my race, and how I have looked unto Jesus 
the author and finisher of my Faith, is best known to him. I am now 
come to the end of my race, and here I find the Cross, a death of 
shame; but the shame must be despised, or there is no coming to the 
right hand of God. Jesus despised the shame for me, and God forbid 
but I should despise the shame for him. I am going apace, as you 
see, towards the Red Sea, and my feet are upon the very brinks of 

it—an argument, I hope, that God is bringing me to the Land of 

Promise, for that was the way by which of old he led his people. But 
before they came to the sea, he instituted a Passover for them, a 
Lamb it was, but it was to be eaten with very sour herbs. 

I shall obey, and labour to digest the sour herbs, as well as the 
Lamb, and I shall remember that it is the Lord’s Passover. I shall not 
think of the herbs, nor be angry with the hands which gathered 
them, but look up only to him who instituted the one, and 
governeth the other. 

I am not in love with this passage through the Red Sea, for I 
have the weakness and infirmity of flesh and blood in me, and I 
have prayed as my Saviour taught me, and exampled me, that this 
cup of red wine might pass away from me. But if not, that his will be 
done. And I shall most willingly drink of this cup as deep as he 
pleases.  

And this the end:  

 
I beseech you, as many as are within hearing, observe me. I was 

born and baptized in the bosom of the Church of England, as it 
stands yet established by Law. In that profession I have ever since 
lived, and in that profession of the Protestant religion here 
established I come now to die. This is no time to dissemble with 

God, least of all in matters of religion < 
I do therefore here, without all prejudice in the world to my 

Judges that are to proceed ‘according to the evidence and proof’ 

<take it now on my death that I never endeavoured the subversion 
of the Laws of the Realm, nor never any change in the Protestant 
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religion into popish superstition, and I desire you all to remember 
this Protest of mine.  

I will not enlarge any further. I have done, I forgive all the 
world, all and every of those bitter enemies or others whatsoever 
they have been, which have any ways prosecuted me in this kind, 
and I humbly desire to be forgiven, first of God, and then of every 
man, whether I have offended him or no, if he do but conceive that I 
have. Lord, do thou forgive me, and I beg forgiveness of him, and so 
I heartily desire you to join with me in prayer. 

After his prayer, he knelt down, and prayed again: 

 
Lord I am coming as fast as I can. I know I must pass through 

the shadow of death before I can come to see thee, but it is but umbra 
mortis a mere shadow of death, a little darkness upon nature; but 
thou by thy merits and passion hast broke through the pains of 
death. So Lord receive my soul, and have mercy upon me, and bless 
this kingdom with peace and with plenty, and with brotherly love 
and charity, that there may not be this effusion of Christian blood 
amongst them, for Jesus Christ’s sake, if it be thy will. 

And when he had said ‘Lord receive my soul’ (which was his sign to 

the Executioner) the axe fell. It was somewhat past twelve when the 

blow was given. 

 

 

 

Suggestions for Further Reading 

E. C. E. Bourne, The Anglicanism of William Laud, SPCK 1947. 

W. H. Hutton, William Laud, 1895 (Methuen 1905) 

H. Trevor-Roper, Archbishop Laud, 1940 (Weidenfeld & Nicholson 2000) 
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THREE PREACHERS: ANDREWES, TAYLOR, FRANK 

 by BENEDICTA WARD, SLG 

 
I 

LANCELOT ANDREWES (1555 - 1626)  

‘A burning and a shining candle to all learning and all learned 

men < A very library to young divines and an oracle to consult at to 

laureat and grave divines <‘1 ‘About 4 o’clock in the morning died 

Lancelot Andrewes, the most worthy bishop of Wincester and the 

great light of the Christian world.’ 2  

Lancelot Andrewes was born at the end of the Marian 

persecutions in 1555; he lived through the reigns of Elizabeth I and 

James I, and died early in the reign of Charles I. He was ‘of honest 

and religious parents’ and went to the Merchant Taylors’ School in 

London. He was at Pembroke College, Cambridge, then a centre of 

Puritan fervour, and later became Dean of Westminster. He held in 

turn the Sees of Chichester, Ely, and Winchester, and was court 

preacher under Elizabeth I and James I. James was said to hold him in 

great respect and to have asked his advice repeatedly, though he does 

not seem to have acted upon it. 

The first thing that comes to mind about Andrewes is his vast 

scholarship. He knew Greek, Hebrew, Chaldee, Latin, Arabic, Syriac, 

and fifteen modern languages, of which he learned a new one every 

year. His most famous and influential work was the Preces Privatae, a 

book of personal devotions which he wrote originally in Greek and 

Latin. It was said that his Greek prose was in fact even better than his 

English. ‘He might’, wrote a contemporary, ‘have served as General 

Interpreter at the confusion of tongues.’3 As a boy he was quiet and 

studious, reading rather than playing games, and liking solitary 

walks. This latter custom continued all his life, and as Dean of 

Westminster the austere master found it a means of making contact 

with his pupils: ‘He never walked for his recreation without a brace 

of small fry, and in that way-faring leisure he had a singular dexterity 

to fill these narrow vessels with a funnel.’ 4 All his life he spent each 

morning in study and simply assumed that others did likewise. ‘He 
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doubted they were no true scholars who came to speak with him 

before noon.’ 5 It was his reputation for erudition that gave him a 

place at the Hampton Court Conference in 1604 when John Reynolds 

made his famous request: ‘May it please your majesty that the Bible 

be new translated?’6 Andrewes was in charge of the committee that 

produced new translations of the books from Genesis to Kings in the 

Authorised Version of the Bible which was then commissioned. 

This unworldly scholar was a friend of King James, ‘the wisest 

fool in Christendom’, and spent much time at court. He went in and 

out amongst the frivolous and grasping courtiers who gathered 

round the king; he seemed to live in a peculiar atmosphere of 

holiness. His teaching was largely given in the form of sermons to the 

court of King James, but some were delivered to a larger audience at 

St. Paul’s Cross. On Sundays all the London churches finished service 

early so that the citizens could be present at the Cross. These sermons 

were usually on topical subjects and could be immensely influential. 

Here Andrewes preached on the Gunpowder Plot and the Gowrie 

Plot, and to appreciate the harsh, polemical tone of such sermons it is 

necessary to remember the background against which they were 

delivered. This was the England which remembered the Armada, the 

fires of Smithfield, and the massacre of St. Bartholomew as living 

memories, recent events, and the threats against the Lord’s Anointed 

by Fawkes and Gowrie aroused a rage and hysteria such as can 

hardly be comprehended in retrospect. 

It is in the sermons preached in the more intimate atmosphere of 

Whitehall that Andrewes’s real spiritual power is seen. T. S. Eliot says 

of these sermons, ‘He takes each word and derives the world from it, 

squeezing and squeezing the word until it yields a full juice of 

meaning which we should never have supposed any word to 

possess.’7 Each sermon begins with a close analysis of the text, 

sometimes of each syllable, and every kind of word-play is 

introduced. The body of the sermon develops these points and 

applies them to the congregation, very often ending with an 

invitation to the Eucharist as the fulfilment of the Scriptures. All the 

word-play and brilliance, all the rhetoric and skill had one end: to call 

forth a response from the hearers to the truth of the Scriptures. 
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The sermons were carefully prepared and worked over; they 

were delivered from notes and later printed. They are not easy 

reading, but they contain passages of great beauty and significance. 

T. S. Eliot used part of a sermon for the Epiphany as the basis of his 

poem, ‘The Journey of the Magi’. The sermon is given here as an 

example of Andrewes at his best: 

 
‘Ecce Venerunt’ it is, in the text: and indeed not only the persons, ecce 
magi, but their very coming deserved an ecce. It is an ecce venerunt, 
theirs, indeed, if we weigh it well, whence they came and whither. 
Whence? From the East, their own country. Whither? To Jerusalem, 
that was, to them, a strange land: that was somewhat. They came a 
long journey, no less than twelve days together. They came an 
uneasy journey, for their way lay through Arabia Petraea, and the 
craggy rocks of it. And they came a dangerous journey, through 
Arabia Deserta, too, and the black ‘tents of Kedar’ there, then 
famous for their robberies and even to this day. And they came 
now, at the worst season of the year. And all, but to do worship at 
Christ’s birth. So great account they made; so highly did they 
esteem their being at it, as they took all this great travel, and came 
all this long journey, and came it, at this time. Stayed not their 
coming, till the opening of the year, till they might have had better 
weather and way, and have longer days, and so more seasonable 
and fit to travel in. So desirous were they to come with the first, and 
to be there, so soon as possibly they might; broke through all these 
difficulties; et ecce venerunt, ‘and behold, come they did’. 

It is a great passage, but Andrewes did not revel in such descriptions 

for their own sake—he turns immediately to the application of it to 

his hearers: 

 
And we, what excuse shall we have if we come not? If so short and 
easy a way we come not as from our chambers hither, not to be 
called a way indeed? Shall not our Non venerunt have been an ecce, 
‘Behold, it was stepping but over the threshold, and yet they came 
not’? 

< and how shall we do that? I know not any more proper way left 
us than to come to that, which Himself by express order hath left us, 
as the most special remembrance of Himself, to be come to … and in 
the old ritual of the church, we find, that in the cover of the canister, 
wherein was the sacrament of his Body, there was a star engraven: 
to shew us, that now the star leads us thither: to His Body, there. 



18 

 

And what shall I say now, but according as St. John saith, and 
the star, and the wise men say, ‘Come’. And He whose star it is, and 
to whom the wise men came, saith, ‘Come’. And let them that are 
disposed, ‘come’. And let whosoever will, take of the ‘bread of life 
which came down from heaven’ this day, unto Bethlehem, the house 
of bread. Of which bread the church is, this day, the house; the true 
Bethlehem, and all the Bethlehem we have now left to come to, for 
the bread of life: of that life which we hope for in heaven. And this, 
our nearest coming, that here we can come, till we shall by another 
venite come unto Him in his heavenly kingdom. To which he grant 
us, we may come, that this day came to us in earth, that we thereby 
might come to Him, and remain with Him forever, Jesus Christ the 
Righteous.8 

 

The fact that his sermons were so often linked with the Eucharist 

indicates another deep concern of Andrewes: he had a love for the 

liturgy of the Church of England and a deep reverence for the 

mystery inherent in worship. About the Eucharist itself he said, 

‘Christ said, this is My Body; not this is My Body in this way’, which 

was echoed in more vivid terms by Taylor when he said, of the 

Eucharist, ‘Christ is the food of our souls; this is in a mystery … but 

we are not in darkness but within the fringes and circles of a bright 

cloud’. 9 This awe and reserve before a great mystery is set out in the 

Preces Privatae in a prayer after communion, a prayer which also 

shows how deeply Andrewes was versed in the liturgy of Eastern 

Christendom: 

 
It is finished and done, so far as in our power, Christ our God, the 
mystery of thy dispensation; for we have held remembrance of thy 
death, we have seen the figure of thy resurrection, we have been 
filled with thy endless life, we have enjoyed thy uncloying dainties 
of which graciously vouchsafe unto us all to be accounted worthy 
also in the life to come.10 

 

The Sermons and the Preces Privatae reveal a man of great wisdom 

and deep devotion who was able to communicate this to others. The 

penitential tone of the prayers has often been noticed; they are the 

prayers of a very humble and earnest man, praying out of a real 

awareness of himself and his condition—with hope and with faith. 

‘About 4 o’clock in the morning died Lancelot Andrewes … the 

great light of the Christian world’, wrote Archbishop Laud in his 
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diary. And a prayer of Bishop Andrewes was answered: ‘Abide with 

me, Lord,’ he had prayed, ‘for it is towards evening and the day is far 

spent of this fretful life. Let Thy strength be made perfect in my 

weakness. Amen.’11 

 
---------------------------------------------- 

II 

JEREMY TAYLOR (1613-1667)  

Let us therefore press after Jesus . . . which is truest religion and most 

solemn adoration.1  

Jeremy Taylor has been fortunate both in his biographers and his 

critics. Coleridge said he had ‘more beautiful imagery, more 

knowledge of human life and manners, than any prose book in the 

language; he has more delicacy and sweetness than any mortal, the 

gentle Shakespeare hardly excepted.’2 Hazlitt and Lamb praised him 

with equal enthusiasm. His biography was written by a poet, 

Reginald Heber, and Sir Edmund Gosse has written of him as a man 

of letters and a theologian. His Holy Living and Holy Dying hold a 

unique place in Christian literature and have enjoyed even more 

popularity than Andrewes’s Preces Privatae. 

Taylor was born in 1613. As a young man he attracted the 

attention of Archbishop Laud when he preached at St. Paul’s in place 

of a friend. He held a fellowship at All Souls, Oxford, and was 

married. He was chaplain to Charles I at the beginning of the Civil 

War, was imprisoned, released at the intervention of the Earl of 

Carbery, and then became chaplain at Golden Grove, the Earl’s 

residence in Wales. There, under the influence of the young and 

devout Lady Carbery, he preached most of his sermons and wrote 

The Great Exemplar of Sanctity and Holy Life and The Rule and Exercise of 

Holy Living. After the death of Lady Carbery and of his wife, his 

personal grief issued in the book The Rule and Exercise of Holy Dying. 

He visited London during the Protectorate and was friend of the 

diarist, John Evelyn, but he remained obscure and at times 

persecuted until the Restoration. Charles II appointed him Bishop of 
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Down and Connor, an appointment which he found not at all to his 

taste. He died in 1667 at the age of fifty-four. 

Taylor was ‘strong and handsomely proportioned … his hair 

long … large dark eyes … and an open and intelligent countenance’.3 

This open and friendly attitude characterizes his writings. He has that 

plain, pragmatic approach to life that is sometimes held to be 

especially English and Anglican; it is in the tradition of Elizabeth I, 

Fuller, Hooker, Cranmer, who would have only ‘the very pure word 

of God’, that which ‘may be understood of the people’, ‘that the 

people may lead quiet and peaceable lives, in all godliness and 

honesty’.4 Taylor was a scholar, but he did not have the vast erudition 

of Andrewes, whom he admired. He had an advantage over 

Andrewes in that by his time the Church of England was further 

established and no longer needed to argue about its continuity with 

the early Church. He could write ‘not like a curious inquirer after 

new-nothings, but as a pursuer of old truth’.5 He was more concerned 

with the practical pursuit of holiness than with theological 

controversy. To Christopher, Lord Hatton, he wrote in the preface to 

The Great Exemplar: 

 
I am wearied and toiled with rowing up and down in the seas of 
questions which the interests of Christendom have commenced and 
in many propositions of which (I am heartily persuaded) I am not 
certain I am not deceived, but I am most certain that by living in the 
religion and fear of God, in obedience to the king, in the charities 
and duties of communion with my spiritual guides, in justice and 
love with all the world, in their several proportions, I shall not fail of 
that end which is the perfective of human nature and which will 
never be obtained by disputing.6 

 

Taylor’s writings are full of exquisite phrases and prose of great 

beauty. He valued words highly and knew the classical writers better 

than any of his contemporaries. He was always quoting ‘those wise 

old spirits’, as he called them. In his tract, The Faith and Patience of the 

Saints, he has this passage which shows very well his particular 

beauty of thought and style: 

 
Jesus was like the rainbow which God set in the clouds as a 
sacrament to confirm a promise and establish a grace. He was half 
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made of the glories of the light and half of the moisture of a cloud; 
in his best days, he was but half triumph and half sorrow.7  
 

It is in The Great Exemplar and Holy Living and Holy Dying that 

Taylor is at his greatest as a spiritual writer. The Great Exemplar is the 

first life of Christ written in English. Taylor’s aim, like Andrewes’, 

was to help people become holy ‘by following after the most holy 

Jesus’. The Great Exemplar was written for this purpose alone. It is 

interspersed with prayers and meditations, and as he treats of the 

events of the life of Christ he draws not a theological but a moral 

lesson. For instance, in his account of the Annunciation he says, 

‘When the Eternal God stooped so low as to be fixed in our centre, he 

chose for his mother an holy person and a maid, teaching us [not a 

matter of theology or faith, but] that we hold forth no impure brands 

or smoking firebrands but pure and undimmed lamps in the eyes of 

the world’.8 The way to judge religion, he says, ‘is by doing our duty, 

and theology is rather a divine life than a divine knowledge’. This 

imitation of Christ was to him religion, and religion meant the 

perfecting of human nature: ‘There is in Christianity and nowhere 

else enough to satisfy and inform his reason, to perfect his nature, 

and to reduce to act all the propositions of an intelligent and wise 

spirit’ 9 

Two more passages from The Great Exemplar will give an 

impression of Taylor’s warmth and sympathy. The first is about the 

Nativity in which Taylor pictures the Virgin touching each limb of 

her newborn son: ‘She kissed him and worshipped him, and thanked 

him that he would be born of her, and she suckled him and bound 

him in her arms.10 The second is about the blessed Virgin also, but this 

time at the foot of the Cross: ‘By the cross of Christ stood the holy 

Virgin Mother upon whom old Symeon’s prophecy was now verified 

… silent and with a modest grief, deep as the waters of the abyss, but 

smooth as the face of a pool … her hope drew a veil before her 

sorrow and though her grief was great enough to swallow her up, yet 

her love was greater and did swallow up her grief.’11 

Holy Living presents a sane and happy view of life which seems 

to echo the peace and order of Little Gidding. There are prayers and 

meditations woven in with the discussion of the virtues of the 

Christian life, and the last section contains prayers in preparation for 
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communion. ‘Thou, O blessed Jesus, didst die for us; keep me ever in 

holy living … in the communion of thy church, and thy church in 

safety and grace, in truth and peace, unto thy second coming.’12 

Holy Dying was written in the period of grief following the death 

of Taylor’s wife and of Lady Carbery. It is a long meditation on how 

to prepare for death. ‘In sickness’, he says, ‘the soul begins to dress 

herself for immortality.’ It is in this work that he reveals his own 

feelings most clearly, and near the end is his comment on his own 

despair and sorrow: ‘Sometimes I have had some cheerful visitations 

of God’s Spirit, and my cup hath been crowned with comfort and the 

wine that made my heart glad danced in the chalice and I was glad 

that God would have me so; and I hope that this cloud may pass.’13 

Taylor’s happy nature did not leave him long in despair, but it is 

a true and profound faith in God, rather than any natural feeling of 

felicity, that shines out in his works. He valued most of all a life 

ordered towards holiness and reflecting beauty, wonder, and delight 

in God. His sympathy and imagination, his kindness and 

understanding, made him one of the greatest of spiritual directors 

and devotional writers. But it is wise to balance the picture of 

Taylor’s sweetness and joy with his griefs and trials: all his sons died 

in their youth, as well as his wife. This is a letter he wrote to John 

Evelyn which reveals him as a man and a saint: ‘Dear Sir, I am in 

some little disorder by reason of the death of a little child of mine, a 

boy that lately made us very glad, but now he rejoices in his little orb, 

while we think and long and sigh to be as safe as he is.’14  

 

---------------------------------------------- 

III  

MARK FRANK (1613-1664)  

The Anglican concern for sober piety and ordered loveliness is seen 

perhaps more clearly in the works of a less well-known divine, Mark 

Frank. His works consist of two books of sermons in which he can be 

seen as more representative of the ordinary Anglican divine of his 

day, although his prose style sets him in a place apart. 
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Mark Frank was born in 1613, the same year as Jeremy Taylor. 

While Taylor was at All Souls, Oxford, under the patronage of Laud, 

Frank was scholar and later fellow of Pembroke College, Cambridge. 

He had to leave Cambridge because of his refusal to co-operate with 

the Protectorate, but he returned at the Restoration and was Master of 

Pembroke until he died in 1664 at the age of fifty-one. He was pre-

eminently a scholar, preaching in a university setting; he was also a 

divine of the old High Church school, prepared to pay the price of his 

loyalty to the Church of England by losing his appointment under 

Cromwell. He was a friend and associate of Nicholas Ferrar at Little 

Gidding and presumably, therefore, of Ferrar’s close friend at 

Cambridge, George Herbert. 

Like Taylor, Frank was influenced by Andrewes; he refers to this 

fact in his third sermon on the Resurrection: ‘This is the day which 

the Lord hath made; this is the Lord’s Day, of this day of the 

resurrection the Fathers of the Church and the Scriptures understand 

it. Not one of the Fathers, says the devout and learned Bishop 

Andrewes, that he had read (and he had read many) but interpret it 

of Easter Day.’1 Frank himself was in the tradition of the ‘witty’ 

preachers in that he had a great regard for the meaning of words and 

would use every kind of figure of speech in his sermons. He had the 

command of words, the balance, contrast, and striking effect of 

Andrewes; the delicate observation of nature and the sympathy with 

mankind of Taylor; and he added to this his own grace of diction. His 

piety and simplicity turned his sermons into the old tradition of 

preaching in which the sermon was called ‘oratio’, the prayer. 

In a sense, Frank stands between the elegant and highly-wrought 

preaching of the turn of the century, and the plain moralistic sermons 

that came later. He breaks away from the use of conceits for their 

own sake and uses shorter sentences, simply welded together. 

Instead of finding meaning in every part of a text, he selects a theme, 

‘Christ in rags’, for example, for a Christmas sermon, and builds the 

sermon around it. His preaching is based on Scripture and theology, 

not on mere moralizing. He also avoids the tendency to pile text upon 

text, which was the bane of Puritan preaching. 
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The best way to appreciate Frank is to read his sermons; they are, 

unlike Andrewes’, immediately readable and convey, as they are set 

out, just what he meant to say. Some extracts follow:  

 

Second Sermon for Christmas Day  

Seeing the infinite greatness of this day become so little, Eternity a 

child, the rays of glory wrapped in rags, heaven crowded into the 

corner of a stable and he that is everywhere want a room … I am 

determined today to know nothing but Jesus Christ in a manger. He 

is wrapped up in poor cloths that we might be wrapped up in stola 

prima, the best robe, his robe of righteousness, that we might put on 

the white linen of the saints. 

It is a day of mystery, it is a mysterious business we are about; 

Christ wrapped up, Christ in the sacrament, Christ in a mystery. Let 

us be content to let it go so, believe, admire and adore it.2  

 

First Sermon on the Resurrection 

Lose we Christ and we lose all our confidence in heaven, all the ways 

of access to heavenly things, all the pleasure and comfort of them; we 

are nothing but agues, and fears and frights; not courage enough 

even to look up … But this is a day when perplexities cannot stay, 

fears cannot tarry with us, our heads cannot long hang down; at the 

rising of this day’s Sun of Righteousness, our perplexities pass away 

as clouds before the sun; our tears melt as the dew before it; and we 

turn up our heads like flowers to the sunbeams. Angels fly 

everywhere about today, even into the grave, with comfortable 

messages. ‘Why weepest thou?’ says one; ‘Fear not’, says another; 

‘Why seek you among the dead?’ says a third. ‘What do you at the 

grave?’ ‘He is risen’ says the whole choir, he whose rising is all your 

risings, who is your Saviour now complete, and the lifter up of all 

your heads.3  

 

Fourth Sermon for Whitsunday 

Yet the business would be, how to catch this wind and serve our uses 

of it. Why, in the word and in the sacraments and by prayers we may 
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have it and be filled with it … Then the Spirit will descend upon our 

sacrifice and the wind of God’s benediction upon our offering; and 

we shall return thence with mighty rushings in us, the rushing down 

of sin, the raising up of grace; mighty, mighty things will be done in 

us by the power of this Spirit and this wind; and as it came from 

heaven so thither it will back again and carry us upon its wings to 

keep a perpetual feast, an eternal Whitsunday all in white robes of 

everlasting glory … Blow, O blessed wind, upon us this day; blow 

away our chaff and dross and dust out of our performances; breathe 

into thy holy mysteries the breath of a life-giving life; rush down all 

our sins before thee; purify and cleanse and refresh and revive and 

comfort us by thy saving breath that this wind may bring us good, all 

the good of heaven and earth; fill both our ears and our hearts here 

with sounds and songs of joy, and hereafter with alleluias for 

evermore.4  

 

Sermon for St. Andrew’s Day 

Follow we St. Andrew as he did Christ; follow him to Christ, 

cheerfully and without delay, and while it is today begin our course. 

Cast off but the net-works, the catching desires of the flesh and the 

world, and so you also may be said to have left your nets. And 

having so weaned your souls from inordinate affection to things 

below, let Christ be your business, his life your pattern, his 

commands your law. You may well throw away your nets, having 

caught him in whom you have caught glory and immortality and 

eternal life; and by following him shall undoubtedly come at last out 

of this sea of toil and misery into the port and haven of everlasting 

rest and joys and happiness.5 

 

Sermon on the Annunciation 

‘Dominus Tecum’, the Lord Christ’s being with Mary, is the chief 

business the Church especially commemorates in this day. Her being 

‘blessed’, and all our being ‘blessed’, ‘highly favoured’, or favoured 

at all, either men or women being so, all our hail, all our health, and 

peace, and joy, all the angels’ visits to us, or kind words, all our 

conferences with heaven, all our titles and honours in heaven and 
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earth, that are worth the naming, come only from it. For Dominus 

Tecum cannot come without them; he cannot come to us but we must 

be so, must be highly favoured in it, and blessed by it. So the 

Incarnation of Christ, and the Annunciation of the blessed Virgin—

his being incarnate of her, and her blessedness by him, all our 

blessedness in him with her, make it as well our Lord’s as our Lady’s 

day. More his, because his being Lord made her a Lady, else a poor 

carpenter’s wife, God knows; all her worthiness and honour, as all 

ours, is from him; and we take heed today, or any day, of parting 

them; or so remembering her, as to forget him; or so blessing her, as 

to take away any of our blessing him; any of his worship, to give to 

her. Let her blessedness the respect we give her, be ‘among women’, 

still; such as is fit and proportionate to weak creatures, not due and 

proper only to the Creator, that Dominus tecum, Christ in her be the 

business; that we take pattern by the Angel, to give her no more than 

is her due, yet to be sure to give her that, and particularly upon this 

day. 

Blessed is the virgin soul, more blessed than others; blessed the 

humble spirit above all. For God hath exalted the humble and meek; 

none so happy, so blessed as she; the Lord comes to none so soon as 

such. Yet not to such at any time more fully than in the blessed 

Sacrament to which we are a-going. There he is strangely with us, 

highly favours us, exceedingly blesses us; there we are all made 

blessed Marys, and become mothers, sisters, and brothers of our 

Lord, whilst we hear this word, and conceive it in us; whilst we 

believe him who is the Word, and receive him too into us. There 

angels come to us on heavenly errands, and there our Lord indeed is 

with us, and we are blessed, and the angels hovering all about us to 

peep into those holy mysteries, think us so, call us so. There graces 

pour down in abundance on us; there grace is in its fullest plenty; 

there his highest favours are bestowed upon us; there we are filled 

with grace unless we hinder it, and shall hereafter in the strength of it 

be exalted into glory, there to sit down with this blessed Virgin and 

all the saints and angels, and sing praise and honour, and glory, to 

the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost, forever and ever.6 
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GEORGE HERBERT: THE COUNTRY PARSON  

by KATHLEEN LEA  

 

Of Courtesy it is much less  

Than Courage of heart or Holiness;  

Yet in my walks it seems to me  

That the Grace of God is in Courtesy. 

Hilaire Belloc was hardly likely to have had George Herbert in mind 

when he made this rhyme, but it fits him in several senses. Tact is the 

salt that keeps the spiritual substance sweet and clean in the poems; 

which makes it possible for him to deliver direct, ironical, even severe 

admonitions in the didactic pieces without giving offence; and to 

speak in the devotional soliloquies and colloquies so that we feel no 

shame or embarrassment in over-hearing. This tact is what, in its own 

way, is equally apparent in his English prose. Yet there is a 

difference: Herbert’s courtesy does not stand in place of courage of 

heart or holiness, rather it stands alongside, gilding the major virtues 

as an emanation itself of God’s grace. Common sense is his secular 

characteristic as it is shown in the will and power to imagine the 

reactions of ordinary people whatever their situation. 

A Priest to the Temple, or The  Country Parson, his Character, and 

Rule of Holy Life is a modest little book, some 168 pages in the first 

edition, or sixty-six pages in The Works of George Herbert, edited by F. 

E. Hutchinson. It was put together in the last full year of his life 

(1632), and was printed posthumously among his Remains in 1652. 

Herbert was born on 3 April 1593, the fifth son, and known to be 

proud of his aristocratic family. He was also gratefully aware of the 

careful upbringing given him by his widowed mother, Magdalen 

Herbert, the friend of John Donne. His schooling was at Westminster, 

whence he proceeded as a scholar to Trinity College, Cambridge. He 

stayed on in the University and in 1620 achieved the success he 

coveted when he was made Public Orator. This post he held for seven 

years, evidently enjoying its social advantages as well as meeting its 

intellectual demands. His ‘gentile humour for cloathes and court-like 

company’ was noted. He took some pains to gain preferment as a 

courtier, until the deaths of three patrons — the Duke of Richmond, 
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the Marquis of Hamilton, and the King — in 1624/1625 quashed his 

hopes. In Oley’s phrase, after this disappointment he ‘was content to 

lose himself in a humble way’, but this was not without delay and 

bitter struggle. Two poems in particular speak of this phase:  

 

The Pearl. Matt. 13.45  
 

I know the ways of Learning;  

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

Yet I love thee.  
 

I know the ways of honour 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

Yet I love thee.  
 

I know the ways of pleasure, the sweet strains,  

The lullings and the relishes of it;  

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

Yet I love thee. 

 

The Quip 

 

The merry world did on a day  

With his train-bands and mates agree  

To meet together, where I lay,  

And all in sport to jeer at me.  

 

First, Beauty crept into a rose,  

Which when I plucked not, Sir, said she,  

Tell me I pray, Whose hands are those?  

But thou shalt answer, Lord, for me.  

 

Then Money came, and chinking still,  

What tune is this, poor man? said he:  

I heard in music you had skill.  

But thou shalt answer, Lord, for me. 
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Then came brave Glory puffing by  

In silks that whistled, who but he?  

He scarce allowed me half an eye.  

But thou shalt answer, Lord, for me.  

 

Then came quick wit and conversation, 

And he would needs a comfort be, 

And, to be short, made an Oration. 

But thou shalt answer, Lord, for me. 

 

Yet when the hour of thy design  

To answer these fine things shall come;  

Speak not at large; say, I am thine:  

And then they have their answer home.  

 

Herbert was ordained deacon in 1626 and proceeded to spend 

what money he had, and to beg the rest, in restoring the ruined 

church of Leighton Ecclesia for which, though not resident, he was 

responsible. For the next three years he stayed with friends or 

relatives nursing his poor health, only, as it turned out, to exchange 

ague for consumption, and wrestling with his own resolve. By the 

spring of 1629, when he seemed a little stronger, he married Jane 

Danvers. They had no children of their union but were happy to take 

charge of three orphaned nieces. In 1630 he was persuaded to accept 

the combined benefice of Fugglestone St. Peter and Bemerton St. 

Andrew, near Salisbury, and to be ordained priest. There were more 

repairs to be done here too. His life as a country parson lasted only 

until 1 March 1633. 

As a boy Herbert had known Donne and Andrewes; it was Laud 

who finally persuaded him to take orders: his churchmanship was in 

line with theirs. In an age of controversy he kept remarkably clear, 

concentrating his attention upon the Scriptures and the liturgy of the 

Book of Common Prayer. Walton has a substantial account of what 

Herbert taught his congregation. If the term had existed then, he 

would, one supposes, have been content to be described as a ‘high’ 

Anglican. 
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That The Country Parson seems not to be well known today, 

although its author’s reputation stands high, may perhaps be 

accounted for by the superior magnetism of the poems and also by a 

dislike for the didactic, especially in religion. Modern taste is for the 

oblique; Herbert is central and straight; his writing is lucid, terse, 

almost blunt at times, though never awkward or rough. His advice is 

essentially practical and fitted nicely to the conditions of village life. 

Differences from the present day, of scope, emphasis, and expectation 

are obvious, as, for instance: the practice of public and private 

catechizing Sunday by Sunday; the relative infrequency of the 

celebration of Holy Communion (‘if not duly once a month, yet at 

least five or six times in the year ...); the length of a sermon—an hour 

but not longer; the assumption that any household would have 

family prayers; the duty of churchwardens to ‘present’ at a visitation 

those who failed to come at least three times a year to the Sacrament. 

The degree of the parishioners’ dependence for aid, medical or legal 

as well as monetary and moral, is also different. But adjustments are 

not hard to effect, and to make too much of social habits and changes 

is to mishandle the composition and to reduce to the interest of a 

period piece a book where the shrewd understanding of human 

needs and responses is as apt now as ever it was. In its essentials it 

must surely speak to the conscience and concern of its modern 

counterpart, and through him to those for whom he cares in so grave 

a charge. 

The Country Parson can be envisaged either as a small manual of 

instruction, or as an extended form of the popular character-writing 

of the period. The idealization is deliberate: ‘I have resolved to set 

down the Form and Character of a true Pastor, that I may have a 

mark to aim at: which also I will set as high as I can, since he shoots 

higher that threatens the moon, than he that aims at a tree.’ One is 

reminded of the Povre Persoun among the Canterbury pilgrims. 

Herbert does not make any reference to Chaucer; maybe he was 

drawing from nearer home. Anyone familiar with Walton’s Life of Mr. 

George Herbert will remark the likeness in the anecdotes concerning 

the poor embarrassed old woman who was set at ease by his gentle 

manners, or the neighbour whom Herbert questioned on his faith as 

they walked to Salisbury ‘in so loving and meek a manner, that the 



34 

 

gentleman did so fall in love with him and his discourse, that he 

would often contrive to meet him in his walk <’ the third story, the 

good Samaritan incident, is best known. It does not much matter 

whether the biographer is handling hard fact or credible legend; there 

may have been some literary leakage; a man does not invent stories 

of this kind without warrant. Herbert’s behaviour is entirely in 

keeping with the advice given in his own writings. 

The structure of the book is simple: it consists of thirty-seven 

chapters, two prayers, and a note to the reader. The sections are not 

in a logically tight sequence: they come like the answers to a man’s 

self-questioning as he considers his own discipline—which is, indeed, 

probably the way they occurred. As Dr. Johnson said in another 

connection, there is order enough. The initial definition is plain and 

adequate: ‘A Parson is the Deputy of Christ for the reducing of Man 

to the Obedience of God’, indicating the dignity and the duty of the 

human vicegerent. In a later chapter (XX) the point is tellingly 

underlined: ‘The Country Parson is in God’s stead to his Parish and 

dischargeth God what he can of his promises’. Here he instances the 

little rewards given when a poor man’s generosity is noticed, or ways 

of showing disapproval, ‘knowing that country people are drawn, or 

led, by sense, more than by faith, by present rewards or punishments, 

more than by future.’ Elsewhere, it is as a father that the Parson is 

seen, a man whose forgivingness is unstinted. 

The second chapter adjusts the focus. The Chaplain of a college or 

a noble house has each his own ‘parish’, but the village is the Country 

Parson’s world, and in terms of the total commitment envisaged this 

is surely world enough. Though the Parson is to be thought of as 

generally sad, in that he meets continually with ‘two most sad 

spectacles, Sin and Misery; God dishonoured every day, and man 

afflicted’, yet he does not shun mirth, for he knows how it may be 

used not only to refresh his own spirits but as a ‘great key to do 

good’, for ‘instructions seasoned with pleasantness, both enter sooner 

and root deeper’.  

Holiness, justice, prudence, temperance, boldness, and gravity, 

these are the salient qualities to be looked for. Above all, the Parson is 

in command of himself. In his particular circumstances he is aware of 
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the importance of his attitude towards three things: money, drink, 

and the keeping of his word: 

 
And first, because country people live hardly, and therefore as 
feeling their own sweat, and consequently knowing the price of 
money, are offended much with any who by hard usage increase 
their travail, the Country Parson is very circumspect in avoiding all 
covetousness, neither being greedy to get, nor niggardly to keep, 

nor troubled to lose any worldly wealth < Secondly, because luxury 

is a very visible sin, the Parson is very careful to avoid all the kinds 
thereof, but especially that of drinking, because it is the most 

popular vice < Thirdly, because country people (as indeed all 
honest men) do much esteem their word, it being the life of buying 
and selling and dealing in the world, therefore the Parson is very 
strict in keeping his word, though it be to his own hindrance, as 
knowing that if he be not so, he will quickly be discovered and 
disregarded; neither will they believe him in the pulpit whom they 
cannot trust in his conversation. As for oaths and apparel, the 
disorders thereof are also very manifest. The Parson’s yea is yea, 
and nay, nay; and his apparel plain, but reverend and clean, without 
spots, or dust, or smell; the purity of his mind breaking out and 
dilating itself even to his body, clothes, and habitation. (Ch. III). 
 

The Parson is a knowledgeable man; he can talk about tillage 

with farmers and illustrate his message by their craft. Within his own 

proper sphere he is learned chiefly in the Scriptures: ‘there he sucks 

and lives’. In addition he has access to the Fathers, the Schoolmen, 

and some later writers. He sees to it that he is provided with one 

commentary at least upon every book of Scripture and ‘ploughing 

with this, and his own meditations, he enters into the secrets of God 

treasured in Holy Scripture’ (Ch. IV). In cases of conscience he is well 

versed, distinguishing between actions which are, and which are not, 

sinful. ‘Now, if a shepherd know not which grass will bane and 

which not, how is he fit to be a shepherd?’ (Ch. V). The rural 

metaphors slip easily into their places. 

The main activities are attended to first: prayer, preaching, and 

the use of Sunday. What Herbert has to say about reverence of 

gesture, tone, and timing in the reading of the Service lasts well: < 

his voice is humble, his words treatable and slow, yet not so slow 

neither as to let the fervency of the supplicant hang and die between 

speaking, but with a grave liveliness, between fear and zeal, pausing 
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yet pressing <’ (Ch. VI). The behaviour of his congregation is 

perhaps a little more dated (or is it?)’ < by no means enduring either 

talking, or sleeping, or gazing, of leaning, of half-kneeling < 

Answers ‘are to be done not in a huddling or slubbering fashion, 

gaping, or scratching the head, or spitting even in the midst of their 

answer, but gently and pausably, thinking what they say <’ (Ch. VI). 

The bad manners of the gentry whose late appearance distracts the 

humbler members of the congregation are not to go unreproved: if 

the church-wardens are too scared to ‘present’ their betters 

themselves, the Parson is to act for them. Such moral courage is 

prescribed also in ‘The Church Porch’: 

 

Towards great persons use respective boldness; 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

Feed no man in his sins: for adulation  

Doth make thee parcel-devil in damnation. 

 

Envy not greatness: for thou makest thereby  

Thyself the worse, and so the distance greater. 

Be not thine own worm < 

 

The responsibility and opportunity of the sermon is taken very 

seriously. How by his earnestness to procure attention; how to keep it 

by pointing his address now to this group, now to that; the uses of 

stories and sayings as being more memorable than exhortation; all 

these are canvassed. ‘< country people < are thick and heavy, and 

hard to raise to a point of zeal and fervency, and need a mountain of 

fire to kindle them ...’ Such minor arts of rhetoric are therefore not 

despised, but they are set in their place by the stress upon holiness. 

The Parson ‘is not witty, or learned, or eloquent, but holy ...’ From 

such a pulpit controversy has no place. The appeal is made ‘by 

dipping and seasoning all our words and sentences in our hearts 

before they come into our mouths . . . so that the auditors may plainly 

perceive that every word is heart-deep.’ (Ch. VII). According to Izaak 

Walton, after Herbert’s first display of eloquence on the occasion of 

his institution at Bemerton, his future sermons were plain; the texts 

were constantly taken out of the gospel for the day , and he was at 
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pains to explain all the parts of the service. He himself warns against 

the habit of ‘crumbling a text’. 

‘The Country Parson, as soon as he awakes on Sunday morning, 

presently falls to work, and seems to himself so as a market man is 

when the market day comes ...’ (Ch. VIII). His private prayers are 

augmented in preparation for the duties of the day. When he has read 

the Divine Service twice fully, preached in the morning and 

catechized in the afternoon, he turns to visit, seeking to reconcile 

enemies or comfort the sick. Only in the evening is he free to 

entertain some of his neighbours or enjoy their hospitality.  

It is clear from a later chapter (XXI) what value is set upon 

catechizing. For this exercise the Parson comes down from the pulpit 

and by the interchange of question and answer he ‘grows with the 

growth of his parish’. The young are put to learn the words, the older 

the meaning. Parents and masters are bidden to attend: those who 

already know the teaching can be reminded. The chapter is packed 

with samples of the method recommended, which is admittedly 

Socratic.  

 
To this purpose [of drawing out the truths of Christianity from those 
who have learned the Catechism by memory] some dialogues in 
Plato were worth the reading, where the singular dexterity of 
Socrates in this kind may be observed and imitated. Yet the skill 
consists but in these three points: First, an aim and mark of the 
whole discourse, whither to drive the answerer, which the 
questionist must have in his mind before any question be 
propounded, upon which and to which the questions are to be 
chained; secondly, a most plain and easy framing the question, even 
containing, in virtue, the answer also, especially to the more 
ignorant; thirdly, when the answerer sticks, an illustrating the thing 
by something else which he knows, making what he knows to serve 
him in that which he knows not; as, when the parson once 
demanded, after other questions about man’s misery, since man is 
so miserable, what is to be done? And the answerer could not tell; 
he asked him again, what he would do if he were in a ditch? This 
familiar illustration made the answer so plain that he was even 
ashamed of his ignorance, for he could not but say he would haste 
out of it as fast as he could. Then he proceeded to ask whether he 
could get out of the ditch alone, or whether he needed a helper, and 
who was that helper? (Ch. XXI).  
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Baptism was a Sacrament at which all were expected to be 

present: preferably it was to be administered on a Sunday or a 

festival. Vain or idle names were unacceptable. The Parson gladly 

used the sign of the cross. Preparation for the celebration of Holy 

Communion was to be scrupulous at every level: the elements were 

to be ‘of the best, not cheap or coarse’, and the congregation was 

prepared with ‘catechizings and lively exhortations’. Herbert was in 

favour of admitting to the altar a person of any age who ‘can 

distinguish the sacramental from common bread, knowing the 

institution and the difference’. (Ch. XXII). 

On weekdays the Parson goes ‘in circuit’ to find his flock 

‘wallowing in the midst of their affairs’, and his concern is 

comprehensively for their welfare. He minds about their labours, 

easing Sabbatical obligations a little in seed-time or harvest or in 

cases of extreme poverty. He dispenses small charities discreetly. He 

chides the idle or ill-employed, but cautiously, not tackling the matter 

directly, as one who is sensitive to their touchiness. His reproof is 

adapted to status: to some the rebuke may have to be indirect, as was 

Nathan’s to David, but it is not to be shirked. He enquires who can 

read and gives encouragement; he asks whether prayers are said 

morning and evening; ‘he holds the rule that nothing is little in God’s 

service: if it once have the honour of that name, it grows great 

instantly’ (Ch. XIV). One remembers a verse from ‘The Elixir’:  

 

A servant with this clause  

Makes drudgery divine:  

Who sweeps a room as for Thy laws,  

Makes that and th’ action fine. 

 

Nor is the Parson personally fastidious: he will ‘enter into the 

poorest cottage, though he even creep into it, and though it smell 

never so loathsomely, for both God is there also, and those for whom 

God died’ (Ch. XIV). 

Country customs are to be maintained ‘because country people 

are much addicted to them, so that to favour them therein is to win 

their hearts, and to oppose them therein is to deject them’. 

Processions are particularly welcome as, ‘first, a blessing of God for 
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the fruits of the field; secondly, justice in the preservation of bounds; 

thirdly, charity in loving walking and neighbourly accompanying 

one another . . . fourthly, mercy in relieving the poor by a liberal 

distribution . . .‘ (Ch. XXXV). The canny motive may be connected 

with an earlier observation of the temptation of country people to 

covetousness. Herbert’s first example is self-directed: 

 
< if God hath given me servants, and I either provide too little for 

them, or that which is unwholesome < I am covetous. I bring this 

example, because men usually think that servants for their money 
are as other things that they buy, even as a piece of wood which 
they may cut, or hack, or throw into the fire, and so they pay them 
their wages all is well. Nay, to descend yet more particularly, if a 
man hath wherewithal to buy a spade, and yet he chooseth rather to 
use his neighbour’s and wear out that, he is covetous. Country 
people are full of these petty injustices, being cunning to make use 
of another and spare themselves; and scholars ought to be diligent 
in the observation of these . . . which while they dwell in their books 
they will never find. (Ch. XXVI). 
 

Body as well as soul is this man’s concern. It is expected that he 

and his wife should have some skill in physic. It was perhaps his own 

uncertain health that quickened Herbert’s interest in homely herbal 

remedies. With equal prudence he knew where to stop. If the Parson 

can afford to have the extra help of a young practitioner living in the 

house, he should still exhort him not to exceed his capacity, ‘but in 

ticklish cases to call in help’ (Ch. XXIII). The same goes for the reach 

of his legal aid:  

 
...whenever any controversy is brought to him, he never decides it 
alone, but sends for three or four of the ablest of the parish to hear 

the cause with him < In judging, he follows that which is altogether 
right; so that if the poorest man of the parish detain but a pin 
unjustly from the richest, he absolutely restores it as a judge; but 
when he hath so done, then he assumes the parson and exhorts to 

charity. Nevertheless < in cases of an obscure and dark nature not 
easily determinable by lawyers themselves; or in cases of high 
consequence, as establishing of inheritances; or, lastly, when the 
persons in difference are of a contentious disposition and cannot be 

gained < then he shows them how to go to law, even as brethren, 
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and not as enemies, neither avoiding therefore one another’s 
company, much less defaming one another. (Ch. XXIII).  
 

The book provides guidance for the Parson forced into argument; 

for his conversation with strangers should he travel: the very terms of 

comfort and advice are outlined, and suitable persuasions towards a 

recognition of a Providence. 

Turning to the Parson’s state of life: celibacy is considered both 

from its ideal aspect and with reference to some practical 

disadvantages. The celibate Parson must employ only men servants; 

he should have his linen washed out of the house; he should never 

talk with a woman alone. Some more insistent and inward 

temptations are weighed against those incident to the married state. 

It is plain that Herbert is thinking of marriage as the norm. The ear, 

rather than the eye, is to be trusted in the choice of a partner. She 

should be of a humble, liberal disposition, for out of such qualities a 

husband can draw faith, patience, meekness, love, and obedience. She 

is to be trusted with at least half the government of his house, but the 

reins are to remain in his control. Between them, their children will be 

carefully brought up. They are to be encouraged to little acts of 

charity so that they delight in it. Much thought is to go to the choice 

of a calling for each child. For servants truth, diligence, and neatness 

are the virtues required. They are to be helped to learn to read and to 

make music. 

The diet of the parsonage is plain but sufficient: mostly it comes 

from the garden. Providence is to be thanked for the economy of hens 

to eat up the crumbs, and for pigs to deal with swill. The Parson will 

have no fancy fasting: ‘to eat little, and that unpleasant, is the natural 

rule of fasting, although it be flesh. For since fasting in Scripture 

language is an afflicting of our souls, if a piece of dry flesh at my 

table be more unpleasant to me than some fish there, certainly to eat 

the flesh, and not the fish, is to keep the fasting day naturally’ (Ch. X). 

The particular allowances made for ill-health may well reflect how 

Herbert had had to learn to manage his own ailments. ‘I will not be 

wilful’, Walton reports him as saying, when he was too weak to read 

the Service as he loved to do.  

Chapter twenty-eight rings true to experience of another order in 

a touching way. ‘The Parson in Contempt’ is aware that by his very 
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profession, as well as by his rule of life, he is likely to be despised. 

Against this, in the first place, he must endeavour, lest it weaken the 

force of his instruction. Some protection should come from an 

unblameable life; some from his courtesy; some from his moral 

courage when reproof is given without fear or favour; in the last 

resort he may have to refer to the authority of the land. When all 

these fail, there is a different kind of response. Herbert speaks of ‘the 

five shields wherewith the godly receive the darts of the wicked’: 

 
... then when any despises him, he takes it either in an humble way, 
saying nothing at all; or else in a slighting way, showing that 
reproaches touch him no more than a stone thrown against heaven, 
where he is and lives; or in a sad way, grieved at his own and 

others’ sins < or else in a doctrinal way, saying to the contemner, 
‘Alas! why do you thus? you hurt yourself, not me: he that throws a 

stone at another hits himself’ < or lastly, in a triumphant way, 
being glad and joyful, that he is made conformable to his Master; 
and being in the world as He was, hath his undoubted pledge of his 
salvation (Ch. XXVIII). 
 

The easy, adequate English of a style that is unafraid of racy 

expressions, but not ostentatious; that is in command of a syntax 

uncomplicated but never dull, must by now be evident from the 

frequent, irresistible quotation. Such writing serves as a seemly dress 

for the muscular good sense of the book’s contents. It does not 

attempt the eloquence of the intimate poetry but leads rather by way 

of the ‘Church Porch’, with its succinct precepts, stanza by stanza, 

into the ‘Temple’ proper where it can find voice for its underpinning 

spirituality in two of Herbert’s finest poems: for the priest 

questioning his own unworthiness speaks in ‘Aaron’; for the rest of 

us there is the exquisite courtesy of ‘Love III’.  

 

Holinesse on the head,  

Light and perfections on the breast,  

Harmonious bells below, raising the dead  

To leade them unto life and rest:  

Thus are true Aarons drest. 
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Profaneness in my head,  

Defects and darknesse in my breast, 

A noise of passions ringing me for dead  

Unto a place where is no rest: 

Poore priest thus am I drest. 

 

Onely another head 

I have, another heart and breast, 

Another musick, making live not dead, 

Without whom I could have no rest: 

In him I am well drest. 

 

Christ is my onely head, 

My alone onely heart and breast, 

My onely musick, striking me ev’n dead; 

That to the old man I may rest, 

And be in Him new drest. 

 

So holy in my head, 

Perfect and light in my deare breast, 

My doctrine tun’d by Christ (who is not dead,  

But lives in me while I do rest),  

Come people; Aaron’s drest.  

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back, 

Guiltie of dust and sinne. 

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. 
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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. 

 

 
 

Quotations are taken from Hutchinson’s edition but modernized 

except in the case of ‘Aaron’ and ‘Love III’ 

 

Suggestions for Further Reading  

George Herbert, Works, ed. F. E. Hutchinson, 1941 and revised 1945, OUP 

1972. 
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M. Bottrall, George Herbert, J. Murray 1954. 

J. H. Summers, George Herbert: His Religion and Art, Chatta & Windus 1954 

(Harvard 1968).  

R. Tuve, A Reading of George Herbert, Faber 1952 (Chicago 1982). 

R. Tuve, ‘Caritas’ in Journal of Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, xxii, 1959. 



44 

 

 
HENRY VAUGHAN, SILURIST 

1621-1695  

by MARY CHITTY  

Henry Francis Lyte, author of ‘Abide with me’, said of Henry 

Vaughan that he presented a picture of one who lived to God rather 

than to man. So we find that Vaughan’s tombstone, presumably by 

his own wish, concluded, ‘unprofitable servant, greatest of sinners, 

here lie I. Glory, have mercy’. But also displayed are his coat of arms, 

M.D., and the title, ‘Silurist’, under which he wrote. It seems that he 

was proud of being a gentleman, a doctor of Physic, and a Welsh 

author.  

He was born in 1621 in the valley of the Usk, Breconshire, at 

Trenewydd, Llansantffraed. The elder of twins, he had another 

younger brother, William, and possibly a sister. His father was a poor 

junior member of a distinguished family, their small estate coming to 

them from their mother, Denise Morgan. 

The twins started their education with Matthew Herbert, Vicar of 

Llangattock, of whom both speak with great affection; Welsh was 

their mother tongue. Thomas writes, ‘English is a language the 

Author was not born to.’ Yet they early became bilingual, as Henry 

refers to English as ‘the language of their infancy’. Henry quotes one 

solitary verse of old Welsh poetry. He certainly knew, he may have 

possessed, the Welsh Dictionary and Grammar; he conversed with 

contemporary Bards. We can be fairly sure that he talked far more 

Welsh than English in the course of his life; yet his fame rests on his 

English poetry. 

At the age of seventeen the twins went to Oxford; Thomas, 

certainly, Henry, probably, to Jesus College where Welshmen of all 

classes congregated. Thomas was in residence for at least four years 

and took his degree in I641; he took Holy Orders and was later 

appointed Rector of Llansantffraed. Henry took no degree, and after 

two years was sent to London to study Law. His father recalled him 

to Wales in 1642, and for a time he acted as Secretary to Judge Sir 

Marmaduke D. Lloyd. About this time Vaughan was courting a 
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Warwickshire girl, Catherine Wise, possibly when she was a guest of 

the Price family at Brecon Priory. When they married is not known, 

probably before 1646. His twin Thomas married in 1651. 

The Civil War had already begun in 1642, but in spite of growing 

national troubles, Henry’s life at this moment must have seemed 

happy, exciting, full of promise. As eldest son he could expect a 

reasonably secure livelihood; his marriage, it appears, was a love 

match; he had (we gather from his poems) enjoyed Oxford and 

London. His talents were appreciated by his friends who encouraged 

him to publish, so that at least one volume of poems and translations 

was on the way; and when, with his brothers, he enlisted on the 

King’s side, he was hailed as  

 

the young Tyrtaeus ‘whose sweet persuasive song  

Can lead our spirits anyway, and move 

To all adventures, either War or Love’. (M.618) 

 

From Vaughan’s poems it is clear that he played an active part in 

the autumn and winter campaigns of 1645; in the battle of Rowton 

Heath designed to protect Chester, and at the siege of Beeston 

Castle—both events disastrous for the Royalists. At Rowton Heath, 

September 1645, Henry lost a friend, not yet twenty, whose fate was 

uncertain for a whole year afterwards. Meanwhile the armies of 

Parliament had invaded Vaughan’s home country and seized Brecon. 

Vaughan calls the Rector of Cantref ‘his loyal fellow prisoner’, so 

Vaughan must have been captured by the Parliament soldiers at 

some point. He was home by December 1647, and seems to have 

remained there for the rest of the Civil War, perhaps on parole, which 

would account for his taking no further part in the hostilities. 

His return home is certain because the preface to his second book 

of poems, entitled Olor Iscanus, the Swan of Usk, was dated from 

Newtown (Trenewydd), December 1647. But the book was held back 

from publication, and we shall see why.  

In July 1648 his younger brother William was killed at the age of 

twenty. This was a crushing blow and a turning point in Henry 

Vaughan’s life. ‘Mine Enemies’, writes Vaughan, ‘have washed their 

hands in the blood of my friends, my dearest and nearest relations. < 
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Keep me therefore O my God, from the guilt of blood, and suffer me 

not to stain my soul with the thoughts of recompense and revenge. ‘ 

(‘Mount of Olives’, 1652. M.167) 

In his poems Vaughan refers frequently to his brother’s death. 

 

Where youth shines like a star 

All pearl’d with tears, and may 

Teach age The Holy Way 

Where through thick pangs, high agonies  

Faith into life breaks, and death dies. 

 

(‘As Time one day by me did pass’, SS II. M.512) 

 

Thomas Vaughan says the death occurred in a ‘glorious 

employment’. We wonder, therefore, if the boy was killed in cold 

blood for his opinions, rather than in battle. We do not know. 

The Vaughans were loyal to the losing side and troubles 

thickened. Thomas Vaughan and the twins’ old Tutor, Matthew 

Herbert, were extruded from their livings; the family would have 

fines to pay, and there were financial difficulties. Thomas Vaughan 

the elder was twice prosecuted for debt. January 1649 saw the 

execution of the King; in March the same year Vaughan lost another 

friend at Pontefract; his wife died at some point in the late forties or 

early fifties. No wonder his best known and perhaps most beautiful 

poem begins 

 

They are all gone into the world of light  

And I alone sit lingering here. (SS II. M.483) 

 

The death of his brother brought about a profound religious 

conversion. 

 

I played with fire, did counsell spurn 

Made life my common stake; 

But never thought that fire would burn, 

Or that a soul could ake. 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 
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But at the height of this Careire 

I met with a dead man,  

Who noting well my vain Abear  

Thus unto me began: 

 

Desist, fond fool, be not undone, 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 
 (‘The Garland’, SS II. M.492) 

 

Thou that know’st for whom I mourne, 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

 

As easily thou mightst prevent 

As now produce these teares, 

And adde unto that day he went 

A faire supply of yeares. 

But ‘twas my sinne that forc’d thy hand 

To cull this Prim-rose out, 

That by thy early choice forewarn’d  

My soule might looke about. 

 
(‘Thou that knowst for whom I mourn’, SS I. M.416)  

There were other influences: ‘< the blessed man Mr. George Herbert, 

whose holy life and verse gained many pious converts (of whom I am 

the least) < Preface to SS II. M.391). ‘< the most obedient Son that 

ever his Mother had, and yet a most glorious true Saint and a Seer.‘ 

(‘The Mount of Olives’, 1652. M.186.) *‘< his Mother’ = ‘the Brittish 

Church < now branded with the title of Antichristian’, (ibid.)] 

Vaughan presumably knew that Herbert had been much 

attracted by the world: by the prospect of success in affairs, learning, 

literature; that he enjoyed the society of his equals, but had 

withdrawn to serve an obscure country parish; he knew of his early 

death and had felt the power of his poems. So, as part of the re-

direction of the tenor of his life, Vaughan determined to write no 

more secular verse: ‘Go, go queint follies, sugre’d sin’, he says (‘Idle 

Verse’, SS II. M.446). Olor Iscanus was put aside, and in 1650 there 

appeared the first edition of Silex Scintillans: Sacred Poems and Private 
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Ejaculations by Henry Vaughan, Silurist. This consisted entirely of 

religious verse, and the title is a typical seventeenth century pun. 

Vaughan already loved to call himself the Silurist, referring to the 

tribe of the Silures who had inhabited this part of Wales in Roman 

times; but silex means flint, and Silurist could, I suppose, be stretched 

to mean ‘the flinty one’. The frontispiece of the first edition of Silex 

Scintillans is the picture of a flinty heart: an arm holding a 

thunderbolt strikes fire from it, and drops fall from it. On the 

opposite page is a Latin poem describing how he, Vaughan, had 

rejected the gentleness of God; but then by shattering blows—by 

breaking his heart, as we say—God had given him new life: the flint 

burst into flame, as once water gushed from the rock; by dying he 

comes to life, and amidst ruin finds himself rich. Perhaps we could 

paraphrase Silex Scintillans as ‘the Fiery Flint’. The English word 

scintillating means sparkling, glittering. Sparking like a sparking 

plug, that which sparks off fire, would make better sense in this 

instance. The point is more telling if we remember that in a 

seventeenth-century household, steel and tinder took the place of 

matches. All heat and light needed those precious sparks struck from 

a flint—and the sparks could not come without blows. 

Vaughan might also hope that his sparks would ignite warmth 

and light in the hearts of others. He wished to follow Herbert and ‘to 

communicate this my poor Talent to the Church, under the protection 

and conduct of her glorious Head: who < can make it as useful now in 

the publick, as it has been to me in private’. (Preface, SS II. M.392). He 

was already practised in his craft, but he was writing now from the 

deep of the heart and did not find it easy.  

 

O! ‘tis an easy thing 

To write and sing; 

But to write true, unfeigned verse 

Is very hard! O God, Disperse 

These weights, and give my spirit leave 

To act as well as to conceive! 
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O my God, hear my cry; 

Or let me dye! 
(SS II. M.526)  

Private Ejaculations is a true description; it is extremely personal 

poetry, but also extremely reserved. Many of the poems that refer 

directly to his brother, or to others he loves, have no title. ‘You will 

(peradventure)’, he says, ‘observe some passages, whose history or 

reason seem something remote; but were they brought nearer, and 

plainly exposed to your view (though that (perhaps) might quiet 

your curiosity) yet would it not conduce much to your greater 

advantage’ (Preface, SS II. M.392). 

One thing is clear: Henry Vaughan’s conversion lifted his poetry 

to a new and infinitely higher standard of excellence. This does not 

always happen. Conversion—secular or religious—can dry up the 

artistic powers, for such powers may then be harnessed to unsuitable 

purposes; or they may be entirely sublimated; or they may be 

allowed to atrophy. Inspiration is a mysterious thing. But when 

religious and aesthetic currents run alongside in the stream, the 

power generated is tremendous. 

The second edition of Silex Scintillans appeared in 1655 with the 

addition of a long preface and fifty-six new poems; they are just as 

good as, perhaps more mature than, the first seventy-six, and include, 

‘They are all gone into the world of light’ and (the equally beautiful) 

‘The Night’. In the period between the two publications Vaughan had 

had a dangerous illness: < for (indeed) I was nigh unto death, and am 

still at no great distance from it’ (Preface to SS II. M.392). One of these 

later poems is a farewell to his Bible. 

In the meantime he had published two devotional works in 

prose, and Olor Iscanus, the latter largely, it seems, through the efforts 

of Dr. Powell and other friends. In 1655 he published a translation of 

Hermetical Physick, and in 1657 a translation of The Chymists Key, both 

by Henry Nollius. But after this he seems to have laid down his pen. 

Thalia Rediviva (1678) seems to be the scraping together of old 

unpublished verses and to owe its appearance more to his friends 

and publishers than it does to Vaughan. It includes an elegy on his 

twin, Thomas, that shows signs of having been originally written for 

William, and some sixteen more religious poems that we should be 



50 

 

sorry to miss. Probably the emotional force behind Silex Scintillans 

had to slacken, and Vaughan would feel that to write trivial verse 

would be the misuse of a dedicated talent. But what was he to do 

next, especially as he was tied to the support of his family? 

Well, ‘< when house and land are gone and spent, Then learning 

is most excellent’ (S. Foote). Henry and Thomas had both been 

interested in the science of the day, and when Thomas was evicted 

from his living he devoted himself thereafter to Chemistry; at the 

Restoration he got employment in the King’s Laboratory. Henry 

turned to Medicine. There is no evidence of his studying medicine at 

any University, although M.D. is placed on his tombstone. In 1673 he 

wrote, ‘My profession allso is physic which I have practised now for 

many years with good successe (I thank God!) and a repute big 

enough for a person of greater parts than myselfe.’ (Letter to Aubrey, 

M.699). Financially, a profession would be needful to supplement the 

yield of a small estate on which lived father, mother, wife, four (later 

eight) children. Psychologically, there is reason to think that Vaughan 

would willingly turn from bloodshed to the healing art (‘Abel’s 

Blood’, SS II. M.523; ‘The Men of War’, SS II. M.516). He refused to 

collaborate with the Commonwealth:  

 

Be still black Parasites, 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

The flyes of hell  

That buz in every ear,  

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

I’le not stuff my story 

With your Commonwealth and glory.  

 
(‘The Proffer’, SS II. M.486)  

But he remained friends with those who did collaborate. 

Obscurity and the service of his fellow men were henceforth to be 

his lot. At times the retirement was galling.  

 

Who sits at home too bears a load 

Greater than those that gad abroad. 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 
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I’d loose those knots thy hands did tie 

Then would go travel, fight, or die. 

Thousands of wild and waste Infusions 

Like waves beat on my resolutions, 

As flames about their fuel run 

And work and wind till all be done, 

So my fierce soul bustles about 

And never rests til all be out.  
(‘Misery’, SS I. M.473)  

Perhaps there is a more consistent note of serenity in the later 

poems.  

When his wife died, it was desirable for Vaughan to marry again, 

and he chose his first wife’s sister, Elizabeth. This was natural 

enough, and under the Commonwealth quite legal; but it seems odd 

for a churchman to wed within the prohibited degrees. The marriage 

probably took place in 1655 or 1656. By Elizabeth he had four more 

children. His father died in 1658; his beloved twin, Thomas, in 1666, 

as the result of a chemical experiment. Henry must, at times at any 

rate, have felt out of touch and forgotten, although within his chosen 

sphere he seems to have been much in request, judging from the 

journeys recorded in his few letters. 

When, in 1673, his cousin Aubrey enquires about his own and his 

brother’s works, he writes, ‘ Deare Sir I am highly obliged to you that 

you would be pleased to remember, and reflect upon such low and 

forgotten thinges, as my brother and myselfe . . .‘ (M.689). In 1680 he 

wrote to the same cousin, ‘I had butt litle affection to the skirts and 

lower parts of learning . . . butt neither nature, nor fortune favoured 

my ambition’ (M.693). And he goes on to be touchingly grateful for 

Aubrey’s notice. 

His last years were embittered by lawsuits and family quarrels 

hinging on the jealousy between Vaughan’s two families. Vaughan’s 

elder son, Thomas, thought he was being deprived of his mother’s 

fortune; in January 1689 Vaughan made over to Thomas his estate, 

and birthplace and lifelong home at Trenewydd, and retired with his 

wife to a cottage at Scethrog; in the same year he had a long illness. 

Thomas did not fulfil his undertakings to his half-sisters and brother, 

and further legal proceedings were necessary until agreement was 



52 

 

reached in November 1693. Thomas’s full sister, Catherine, partly 

deformed by an accident in infancy, in 1693 petitioned the Great 

Sessions at Brecon, claiming that her father did not support her. 

Vaughan said he had offered money and that she had refused it. The 

matter dragged on until 1694, the local magistrates always taking a 

less favourable view of Catherine than the Judge at the Great 

Sessions. Vaughan says that she gave out most scandalous and 

reproachful lies about him (H.234). It looks as if she had been 

uprooted in the family move and that nobody wanted to be 

responsible for her; Vaughan had left a charge on the estate for her 

maintenance after his death. 

Vaughan was still practising medicine in 1693 (M.699). He died at 

Scethrog on St. George’s Day 1695 and his body is buried in the 

churchyard at Llansantffraed.  

 

Vaughan’s Poetry 

I have said that Vaughan’s poetry is best when it is religious and that 

its excellence is the direct result of his conversion, so I would wish to 

concentrate here on some of his religious ideas. There is room to refer 

only slightly to the aesthetic qualities of his poetry. Martin, his editor, 

points out that ‘a century of recognition has sufficiently answered 

two centuries of neglect’ (M.xxii). 

Vaughan’s metrical range is not so wide, nor is his verse so 

polished as Herbert’s, but he uses a variety of metrical forms, and 

makes play with rhyme, assonance, and alliteration. He is also very 

sincere, and a word which at first strikes us as clumsy or far-fetched, 

on a closer examination usually reveals itself to be necessary. Dr. 

Garner demonstrates (G.110-113) that many, if not all, of his religious 

poems seem to have been composed as formal religious exercises and 

are, therefore, based on or concluded by a text, a statement, a prayer, 

an ‘act’ of devotion. Because of this, his verses are much compressed, 

and Vaughan plunges straight into his subject. This may actually 

have helped to delay the appreciation of Vaughan’s ‘harsh pages’. 

Readers have been struck by a telling phrase, but have dismissed the 

rest as conventional religious verse; yet it is, as it were, not 

conventional enough to please, and throughout the eighteenth and 
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early nineteenth centuries Vaughan’s combination of the homely and 

the learned was less congenial than it is to us. 

Canon Hutchinson has an interesting chapter on the national 

characteristics of Vaughan’s verse (H.156-164, ch. xii), especially 

mentioning the effect of Welsh pronunciation. This should be 

remembered, but I imagine that Vaughan himself expected his poetry 

to be taken at its face value as English verse. 

Finally, it is significant that Lyte, who reintroduced Vaughan to 

the world, was not only a great reader and collector of books, but 

himself wrote polished religious verse. His aesthetic judgement is 

worth something. 

So, also, is his moral judgement, already quoted. Lyte himself 

had experienced conversion, and he was a man of varied experience 

and wide sympathy. Yet some excellent modern critics have 

discounted both the religious motive and the religious value of 

Vaughan’s work. This seems to be because they find that Vaughan is 

not (what he never claims to be) in modern parlance, ‘a mystic’ 

(G.130-144). Frequent, direct communication with the transcendent is 

much valued today both by believers and unbelievers, so that a 

religious writer who is highly poetic, but does not claim this gift, is 

therefore suspect. 

Let us look a little closer at Vaughan himself. He regards himself 

as a struggling yet redeemed Christian, like others. He is sometimes 

puzzled that the Lord does not at once make him what he ought to 

be:  

since as easie ‘tis for thee  

To make man good as bid him be.  
(‘Misery’, SS I. M.474)  

 

He is full of sorrow for his sins, and sorry that he is not sorrier:  

 

I would I were  

One heartie Teare.  
(‘The Passion’, SS I. M.431) 
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Full of natural human grief:  

 

Since he is gone 

Each day is grown a dozen year,  

And each houre, one;  
(‘Come, come what doe I here?’ SS I. M.420)  

 

Appreciative of human friendship:  

 

Yet, fly no friend, if he be such indeed  
(‘Rules and Lessons’, SS I. M.438)  

 

Not without the love of nature, of which more anon, nor—

important in this connection—without ‘some small prelibation of those 

heavenly refreshments, which descend but seldom and then very 

sparingly, upon men of an ordinary or indifferent holyness’ (Preface to 

SS II. M.392). Vaughan, talking of religious verse, is here saying, very 

practically, that to train one’s mind towards spiritual things opens 

the way for spiritual experience; so we find: 

 

O what kind Visits daily pass 

‘Twixt Thy great self and such poor grass. 
(‘The Request’, T.R. M.667) 

 

Or:  

 

Lord, with what courage, and delight  

I doe each thing 

When thy least breath sustains my wing! 

I shine, and move 

Like those above, 

And (with much gladness 

Quitting sadnesse) 

Make me faire dayes of every night. 
(‘Chearfulness’, SS I. M.428) 

Spiritual gifts are secret blessings, ‘rare Repasts’ (‘The Request’, 

T.R. M.667), not claimed by right, not necessarily expected; much to 
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the point is that odd little poem, appropriately enough called, ‘The 

Queer’ (= the Query SS II. M.539): 

 

O tell me whence that joy doth spring 

Whose diet is divine and fair, 

Which wears heaven, like a bridal-ring, 

And tramples on doubts and despair? 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

Tell me, O tell who did thee bring 

And here, without my knowledge, plac’d, 

Till thou didst grow and get a wing, 

A wing with eyes, and eyes that taste? 

 

Sure, holyness the Magnet is, 

And Love the Lure, that woos thee down; 

Which makes the high transcendent bliss 

Of knowing thee, so rarely known. 

‘The wing with eyes’ seems to refer to Ezekiel 10:12 (AV) and the 

bridal-ring occurs again in the last lines of ‘The World’ (SS I. M.467). 

This poem, of course, begins with the famous line, ‘I saw Eternity the 

other night’, but is mainly concerned with the world at its worldliest; 

yet why not?  

 

I saw Eternity the other night 

Like a great Ring of pure and endless light, 

All calm, as it was bright, 

And round beneath it, Time in ours, days, years 

Driv’n by the spheres 

Like a vast shadow moved, In which the world 

And all her train were hurl’d; 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

The intellectual image may be based on ancient speculation as to the 

physical nature of the universe, but the spiritual idea is timeless. 

Vaughan feels God as Creator, surrounding, supporting, animating 

the universe; he sees the spiritual world, however we define it, as 



56 

 

encapsulating the material world, rather than the other way about. 

As he asks in another poem, 

 

Who bent the spheres, and circled in 

Corruption with this glorious Ring, 

What is his name, and how I might 

Descry some part of his great light! 
(‘Vanity of Spirit’, SS I. M.418) 

 

Yet some *to continue ‘The World’+ who all this while 

did weep and sing, 

And sing, and weep, soar’d up into the Ring, 

.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 

This Ring the Bride-Groome did for none provide 

But for his bride. 

Vaughan’s bridal-ring, therefore, is the ring of light, eternal life and 

joy binding all the Redeemed together and to their Lord. It is a 

different poetic conception to that of the mystic marriage between 

one soul and the Lord, but neither excludes the other; they are two 

sides of the same truth. 

Vaughan’s conversion, as we have seen, was partly caused by a 

death—by many deaths—and few of his poems do not refer to death. 

Indeed, constant recollection of death was considered wholesome in 

the religion of the time. 

 

When night comes < spend in the grave one houre  

Before thy time; Be not a stranger there. 
(‘Rules and Lessons’, SS I. M.439) 

Death is inevitable, the lot of all; death parts the loving; death is 

mysterious: 

 

He that hath found some fledg’d bird’s nest, may know  

At first sight, if the bird be flown; 

But what fair Well, or Grove he sings in now, 

That is to him unknown. 
(‘They are all gone into the World of Light’, SS II. M.484) 
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But it is also a goal, a release, a gate into life, a reunion: 

 

Some bid their Dead good night! but I will say 

Good morrow to dear Charles! for it is day. 
(‘To the pious memorie of C. W. Esquire’, T.R. M.631) 

By death we measure the world’s values and find them wanting: the 

grave is a ‘faithful school’ (‘Retirement’, SS I. M.463). Not for 

Vaughan the agnostic pessimism of Hardy or Houseman; not for 

Vaughan the total Christian pessimism of Cowper. The fear of 

personal annihilation is not present, nor, as we shall see, the sense of 

a doomed universe. Conscious of sin, or grief; of frustration, 

confusion, disintegration (how often he uses of himself words like 

‘loose’, ‘parcelled’, ‘crumbed’, ‘spilt’); of much going wrong in the 

world outside; he is yet confident in God’s mercy: ‘the worst of men, 

and yet stil thine’ (‘Misery’, SS I. M.474). Pleading Jesus’ death, he can 

and will be saved: 

 

And nothing can, I hourely see, 

Drive thee from me, (‘Burial’, SS I. M.428) 

 

So that I need no more, but say 

I do believe. 

And my most loving Lord straitway 

Doth answer, Live. (‘Faith’, SS I. M.451)  

 

Very important is the poem, ‘The Agreement’ (SS II. M.528), and 

especially the quatrain: 

 

So thou, who didst the work begin 

(For I till drawn came not to thee) 

Wilt finish it, and by no sin 

Will thy free mercies hindred be. (M.530) 

showing as it does Vaughan’s triumphant dependence on Christ’s 

merits, and God’s constant love. 
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There remains to consider Vaughan’s love of nature. From the 

explicit precept in ‘Rules and Lessons’ (M.436), and also from 

references in other poems, we deduce that Vaughan made his daily 

spiritual exercise early in the morning, and as far as possible out of 

doors: ‘I walkt the other day (to spend my hour)’ (SS 1. M.478). [See 

‘Vanity of Spirit’ (SS I M.418) and ‘The Morning Watch’ (SS 1. 

M.424).+ We guess he did also use the night hours. *See ‘The Lamp’ 

(SS I. M.410) and ‘The Night’ (SS II. M.522).] In addition, a country 

doctor would travel far—we know he did—and would often have to 

‘passe O’er dark hills, swift streams, and steep ways As smooth as 

glasse’, ‘Joy of my life!’ (SS I. M.423), giving much time for silent 

absorption of the scenes around him. That he did absorb the natural 

world around him is clear. ‘The Showre’, ‘The Starre’, ‘Cock-

crowing’, ‘The Bird’, are all ‘about’ natural objects, and there are 

others; but even more impressive are the incidental references. 

For instance, the poem ‘Regeneration’, one of Vaughan’s longest, 

is placed at the beginning of Silex Scintillans (M.397). He obviously 

considered it a key poem, yet characteristically delivered its message 

in veiled terms. It describes Vaughan’s conversion. Dr. Ross Garner, 

in a sympathetic study, works out the classic Christian progress: a 

realization of sin, and then a purgation of worldly desires and 

distractions; an acceptance of faith and of life in the Christian 

Community; and finally acquiescence in complete dependence on 

God (vv. 1-3; vv. 3-6; vv. 7-10). This is but a shorthand account. Dr. 

Garner points out that the allegorical details, like the scales on the 

mountain top, are conceived in the same vein as the verbal and visual 

‘emblems’ in the frontispiece to the first edition of Silex Scintillans, 

and the poem’s dreamlike quality results, Dr. Garner says, from the 

way one scene or image slides into another. Behind the allegory there 

may, however, be a real dream. Martin notes a curious description by 

Thomas Vaughan of a psychic experience or vision-like dream which 

is by no means identical with this poem but has strong echoes of it, as 

if the twins had at some time been thinking or talking of the same 

occurrence (M.728). 

Whatever of Vaughan’s personal life he reveals or conceals in 

‘Regeneration’, his vision of the natural world is closely reflected in 

his description of the allegorical images. I do not in the least deny Dr. 
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Garner’s interpretation of Vaughan’s references. Vaughan walks 

abroad; it is spring, ‘primrosed and hung with shade’; Vaughan is a 

ward and still in bonds (not yet knowing himself at liberty as a son of 

God). Yet ‘was it frost within’: this is outer spring and inner 

desolation. But physically do we not often leave spring behind as we 

walk up a mountain? Vaughan must have known this common 

experience, and could use it. 

Again, later in the poem, Vaughan enters a grove. This is ‘not a grove 

that resembles a church, but a church interpreted as a grove’ (R. P. 

Lehmann, quoted by Garner, 59) with a wealth of symbolism. But also 

the stanza is a most beautifully accurate account of a coppice in 

spring: bright light dappled by sparse leaves, between which we 

easily see scattered clouds in a windy sky; bird-cherry and blackthorn 

thick with bloom; the fresh smell of plants growing and blooming 

everywhere. 

 

The unthrift sun shone vital gold 

A thousand peeces, 

And heaven its azure did unfold 

Chequr’d with snowy fleeces; 

The aire was all in spice 

And every bush 

A garland wore; Thus fed my Eyes 

But all the Eare lay hush. (M.398) 

Again, the fountain in the next two stanzas seems to recall actual 

observation. Anyone lucky enough to have seen a clear spring 

bubbling up through a gravel bed will remember the dancing and the 

static pebbles. It is not really surprising to find this poem operating at 

so many levels: Vaughan was a poet recreating a vital, far from 

simple experience. 

Fair weather and spring are glimpses of heaven (‘The Proffer’, SS 

II. M.488), but it must be admitted that Vaughan’s is a world of 

frequent rain: ‘Lord, then round me with weeping clouds. . . . And 

wind, and water to thy use Both wash, and wing my soul’ (‘The Storm’, 

SS 1. M.424). Above all, it is a world of running water: ‘this restless, 

vocal spring’ (‘The Dawning’, SS 1. M.452). 
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As leafs in bowers  

Whisper their hours, 

And Hermit-wells 

Drop in their Cells  
(‘Joy’, SS II. M.491)  

But Vaughan feels with more static nature as well:  

 

So hills and valleys into singing break, 

And though poor stones have neither speech nor tongue, 

While active winds and streams both rush and speak, 

Yet stones are deep in admiration. 
(‘The Bird’, SS II. M.497)  

All nature praises its Creator and ‘aims and means’ at him. In fact 

Vaughan’s love for Nature is too deep for him to believe that God 

will finally destroy her. He wrote three poems on The Day of 

Judgement: two called just that, and one called, ‘The Dawning’. The 

first presents the usual picture of fire and destruction; the other two 

visualize, as the only proper setting for the return of the Creating 

Word, a beautiful calm morning: ‘Mornings are mysteries’ (‘Rules 

and Lessons’, SS 1. M.436). 

 

‘Twill shew us each forgotten grave  

And make the dead, like flowers, arise  

Youthful and fair to see new skies. 
(‘The Day of Judgement’, SS I. M.530) 

All creation greets the Lord. Vaughan goes further: 

 

O knowing, glorious Spirit! when  

Thou shalt restore trees, beasts and men, 

Destroying onely death and pain, 

Give him among thy works a place, 

Who in them lov’d and sought thy face!  
(‘The Book’, SS II. M.540)  
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Here his seeing nature as God’s, becomes his own plea for salvation. 

Nature, Vaughan is sure, is turned Godwards: all created things 

groan for Christ’s return: 

 

Can they their heads lift, and expect, 

And grone too? why th’ Elect 

Can do no more: 
(‘And do they so’, SS I. M.432) 

The Elect can do no more. Surely this is the ‘naked intent’—not too 

much for the most blind and earthbound, not too little for the most 

enlightened and spiritual Christian—demanded of all. Vaughan 

knows he must be one with non-human nature in joyful dependence. 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------ 
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