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GEORGE HERBERT AND SIMONE WEIL 

Diogenes Allen 

It is well known that George Herbert's poem "Love"1 was extremely 
important to Simone Weil. She tells us that 

Often, at the culminating point of a violent headache, I make myself say it 
over, concentrating all my attention upon it and clinging with all my soul to 
the tenderness it enshrines. I used to think I was merely reciting it as a beauti- 
ful poem, but without my knowing it the recitation had the virtue of a prayer. 
It was during one of these recitations that, as I told you, Christ himself came 
down and took possession of me. 

In my arguments about the insolubility of the problem of God I had never 
foreseen the possibility of that, of a real contact, person to person, here below, 
between a human being and God. {Waiting 68-69) 

Her knowledge of Herbert was more extensive than just this one 
poem which figures so largely in her mystical experience of the visita- 
tion of Christ. She had learned of the metaphysical poets from a 
young English Catholic whom she met when in Solesmes during Holy 
Week of 1938, during which she attended the services at the Abbey. 
She tells us that in reading them later on, she discovered Herbert's 
poem "Love" and learned it by heart. She sent a copy of it to her 
brother Andre when he was in prison and to Joe Bosquet in response 
to his query about her mystical experiences. 

There are two references to Herbert in her journals {Notebooks 1.5, 
138). She cites "Love" as an example of a perfect poem, and in the 
context of a discussion of the lack of balance between favor and 
gratitude, she writes, aG. Herbert. Giving to beggars irregularly" This 
last remark also indicates that her knowledge of Herbert extended 
beyond the one poem "Love." The connection between the poem 
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1 8 Religion & Literature 

"Love" and her mystical experience on the one hand, and the central 
place the poem "Love" occupies in Herbert's understanding of Chris- 
tianity, on the other hand, make a comparison of Herbert and Weil 
on the nature of the spiritual life both possible and instructive in spite 
of the paucity of references. My procedure will be to show the place 
the poem "Love" occupies in George Herbert's understanding of the 
Christian pilgrimage, and to relate Simone Weil's ideas to Herbert's 
at various points. 

The Christian Pilgrimage 

The poem "Love" is the last of a series of one hundred and sixty- 
four poems which make up a volume Herbert entitled The Temple. 
Each poem has a self-contained meaning and can be read apart from 
the others. Nonetheless, the individual poems are arranged in an order 
that traces the transformation of our hearts, which form a "stone altar" 
on which Christ is sacrificed, into hearts that yield to God's love so 
that we form a temple in which his love may dwell (1 Cor. 6.19-20). 
Herbert is above all concerned with the struggle to open our lives to 
the love of God, and the poem "Love" in the sequence of poems which 
make up The Temple represents this achievement. 

Simone Weil has the same understanding of the goal of the spiritual 
life: the creation of a heart that loves God. We do not obey God from 
fear of punishment or hope of reward, either carnal or celestial. It is 
thus not surprising that the poem "Love," which represents the achieve- 
ment of the goal of the Christian life, should speak to her so profoundly. 

Traditionally, the spiritual life is divided into three main phases: 
preparation, illumination, and union. On the matter of union, or the 
goal of the pilgrimage, Herbert and Weil are in deep agreement. It 
is on the matter of preparation that Herbert and Weil differ the most. 
The two main divisions of The Temple are "The Church Porch" and 
"The Church." "The Church Porch" concerns our preparation for enter- 
ing "The Church." The poet tells us how we must conduct our lives 
and discipline our desires, if we are to be free of the blindness which 
prevents us from perceiving spiritual realities. 

Weil shares with Herbert the conviction that we are in a fallen 
state. For us to be restored, there are at least six characteristics which 
we need to cultivate. There is the need for attention; the need to 
withhold our allegiance from all that is earthly; the need to make use 
of beauty, suffering, and the void; and finally the need to recognize 
that we are like "leaky vessels" which cannot be filled. Several of these 
are treated by Weil under the single concept of "gravity". 
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DIOGENES ALLEN 19 

Herbert treats only one or perhaps two of these in his celebrated 
poem "The Pulley," in which of all the blessings God confers, he 
withholds only one, namely rest. If we do not turn to him out of love, 
then perhaps we shall turn to him from exhaustion. But even so, this 
overlap with Weil's notion of withholding our allegiance from all that 
is earthly and the comparison of us to "leaky vessels" does not occur 
in the division of The Temple which is devoted to our preparation. 

This difference on the matter of preparation should not be surpris- 
ing, however, for every spiritual writer is concerned to an extent with 
the particular barriers to God of a specific age or a specific group of 
people. Herbert is concerned with courtiers who loved to be enter- 
tained, and so he writes verse to ensnare them by means of pleasure. 
Their blindness is the result of gambling, drunkenness, idleness, glut- 
tony, lust, and the like. Weil is concerned with the sufferings of or- 
dinary people and the barriers caused by their suffering. 

Let us now look at the phase of the spiritual pilgrimage called il- 
lumination or understanding. Herbert treats this in the second major 
division of The Temple called "The Church." It opens with the very 
short poem, "The Altar," followed by a very long poem of sixty-three 
stanzas called "The Sacrifice." Each stanza ends with the question, 
"Was ever grief like mine?" Its frequent repetition in the short four- 
line stanzas has the effect of an accumulating force, penetrating more 
and more deeply into one's heart, until at last it breaks. (Only the 
stanza which contains Christ's cry of abandonment on the Cross, and 
the last stanza of the poem, have a variation: they end with "Never 
was grief like mine.") 

The speaker in the entire poem is Christ himself. He addresses the 
pilgrim whose stony heart is the altar on which he is sacrificed. Christ 
tells the pilgrim of the love which seeks us from the very creation of 
the world, and describes its treatment of the Hebrew people and its 
culmination in his own earthly ministry. He asks the pilgrim to 
perceive the grief which our stony hearts have caused him. 

"The Sacrifice" is followed by a poem entitled "Thanksgiving." The 
pilgrim searches unsuccessfully for an adequate response to such a 
sacrifice. The motivation of the Christian pilgrimage is the grief we 
have caused God - not, as in John Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress, a fear 
of "the wrath that is to come," nor a desire for "the celestial city." Once 
freed of blindness, those whose hearts now form "broken altars" 
perceive God's sacrifice. Their most pressing concern now becomes: 
What can we render that is an adequate or proper response to such 
a love? In "Thanksgiving" the poet gives up wealth, honor, and the 
like, but no matter what is offered, nothing is adequate. God in his 
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20 Religion & Literature 

love has always anticipated our gifts with his own, greater gifts. 
Before the passion of Christ, the pilgrim is utterly undone. "Then for 
thy passion - I will do for that- / Alas, my God, I know not what" 
(49-50). 

There is a partial resolution in the next poem, "The Reprisal" 
(meaning a second thanksgiving). The poet vows, "I will overcome / 
The man, who once against thee fought." This is only a partial resolu- 
tion because, Herbert writes, "though I die for thee, I am behind" 
("The Reprisal," 3). We do not learn until we come to the poem 
"Love," the last of the one hundred and sixty-four poems of The Tem- 
ple, and indeed not until the last line of that poem, what is an ade- 
quate response to the sacrifice of Christ. 

There is one feature of the sacrifice - God's way of winning our 
hearts - which deserves special attention. The spectacle that the 
crucifixion presents is that of God, who is almighty, once again allow- 
ing creatures to use their power to resist the good he would bestow. 

The Princes of my people make a head 
Against their Maker: they do wish me dead, 
Who cannot wish, except I give them bread; 

Was ever grief like mine? 
Without me each one, who doth now me brave, 
Had to this day been an Egyptian slave. 
They use that power against me, which I gave: 

Was ever grief like mine? ("The Sacrifice," 5-12) 

God's response to our resistance is to endure it. He hopes to win us 
through our perception of his grief. 

I answer nothing, but with patience prove 
If stony hearts will melt with gentle love. 
But who does hawk at eagles with a dove? 

Was ever grief like mine? (89-92) 

Herbert's point in "The Sacrifice" is that we cannot defeat God's 
love and design. He describes the benefits God seeks to confer on us, 
and our blindness to his generosity. But still God seeks us - finally 
coming to us in the person of Christ. Our response to Christ is rejec- 
tion. But Herbert shows that this cannot defeat his love. Our very 
hateful rejection is turned into a sacrifice. That is, instead of rejecting 
us for rejecting him, God takes our very rejection and turns it into 
a revelation. It reveals the magnitude of his love; of his willingness 
to put up with our blindness, our folly, our evil. His response to all 
that we are and have done is not rejection, but painful endurance. "I, 
who am Truth, turn into truth their deeds" (179). Not only does he 
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DIOGENES ALLEN 21 

let us see the effects of all that we are and have done by letting it 
destroy his body, but he also shows us that all that we are and have 
done does not stop him. His love cannot be turned away. Even when 
people killed the one who bears the love of God, God raised him from 
the dead to confront us once again and to claim us. Thus the greatest 
rejection of all is not able to defeat his love, and we are to see in the 
suffering our rejection causes, a precise measure and revelation to the 
extent and tenacity of his love. 

Herbert summarizes the core of Christian truth in "The Agony": 

Philosophers have measured mountains, 
Fathom'd the depths of seas, of states, and kings, 
Walk'd with a staff to heav'n, and traced fountains: 

But there are two vast, spacious things, 
The which to measure it doth more behove: 
Yet few there are that sound them; Sin and Love. 

Who would know Sin, let him repair 
Unto Mount Olivet; there shall he see 
A man so wrung with pains, that all his hair, 

His skin, his garments bloody be. 
Sin is that press and vice, which forceth pain 
To hunt his cruel food through ev'ry vein. 

Who knows not Love, let him assay 
And taste that juice, which on the cross a pike 
Did set again abroach; then let him say 

If ever he did taste the like. 
Love is that liquour sweet and most divine, 
Which my God feels as blood; but I, as wine. 

The cross is a focus for Simone Weil as well because, even though 
afflicted, Christ continues to look to the Father and to trust him. Af- 
fliction, the greatest kind of suffering, is unable to break the bond be- 
tween them, or the reality of the Father's love. Both Herbert and Weil 
see the cross as the intersection of incompatibles: for Herbert, sin and 
love; for Weil, affliction and love. Weil, for example, tells us in her 
"Spiritual Autobiography" that during her ten days at Solesmes she 
suffered from splitting headaches. Nonetheless she was able 

to rise above this wretched flesh, to leave it to suffer by itself, heaped up in 
a corner, and to find a pure and perfect joy in the unimaginable beauty of the 
chanting and the words. This experience enabled me by analogy to get a better 
understanding of the possibility of loving divine love in the midst of affliction. 
It goes without saying that in the course of these services the thought of the 
Passion of Christ entered into my being once and for all. (Waiting 68) 

The Cross of Christ is also a place of focus for her because the 
crucified one offers himself to us as food. Weil tells us it was while at 
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22 Religion & Literature 

Solesmes that she gained her first idea of the supernatural power of 
the sacraments from a young English Catholic "because of the truly 
angelic radiance with which he seemed to be clothed after going to 
communion" {Waiting 68). The offer and the consumation of such 
food is the theme of Herbert's poem "Love." 

Spiritual Growth 

The process of being formed into a temple in which God's love may 
dwell is so demanding that the poet in "The Temper (I)" is driven to 
plead with God to abandon the goal he has set for human beings. 

How should I praise thee, Lord! how should my rhymes 
Gladly engrave thy love in steel, 
If what my soul doth feel sometimes, 

My soul might ever feel! 

Although there were some forty heav'ns, or more, 
Sometimes I peer above them all; 
Sometimes I hardly reach a score, 

Sometimes to hell I fall. 
Oh rack me not to such a vast extent; 

Those distances belong to thee: 
The world's too little for thy tent, 

A grave too big for me. 
Wilt thou meet arms with man, that thou dost stretch 

A crumb of dust from heav'n to hell? 
Will great God measure with a wretch? 

Shall he thy stature spell? 
Oh let me, when thy roof my soul hath hid, 

Oh let me roost and nestle there: 
Then of a sinner thou art rid, 

And I of hope and fear. 
Yet take thy way; for sure thy way is best: 

Stretch or contract me thy poor debtor: 
This is but tuning of my breast, 

To make the music better. 
Whether I fly with angels, fall with dust, 

Thy hands made both, and I am there: 
Thy power and love, my love and trust 

Make one place ev'rywhere. 

A central theme of Simone Weil's conception of spiritual growth is 
that of waiting. God, she claims, plants a seed in us and it grows of 
its own accord. Our contribution is to endure its growth, for it destroys 
all that we are accustomed to call "I." This includes the destruction 
of carnal desires, the love of social prestige, and all self-sufficiency. 
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DIOGENES ALLEN 23 

So our "waiting" for God is not sheer passivity, for we can hinder the 
growth of the seed by holding onto those things which its growth would 
drive out, or we can release them and thus give the seed of love more 
room for unimpeded growth. We can even come to so regret that the 
seed of love ever got into us that we can expel it. Both Herbert and 
Weil, then, consider that spiritual growth is so demanding that it is 
common for us to be tempted to renounce God's intention of permeating 
us with his love. 

The course we travel in our formation into a temple in which his 
love may dwell is actually made visible by the very pattern of the 
printed words of the poem "Colossians 3:3": 

My words and thoughts do both express this notion, 
That Life hath with the sun a double motion. 
The first Is straight, and our diurnal friend, 
The other Hid, and doth obliquely bend. 
One life is wrapt in flesh, and tends to earth. 
The other winds towards Him, whose happy birth 
Taught me to live here so, That still one eye 
Should aim and shoot at that which Is on high: 
Quitting with daily labor all My pleasure, 
To gain at harvest an eternal Treasure. 

There is a double motion in the Christian pilgrimage. Our daily 
life goes along a horizontal course, like the printed words of the poem, 
and like them has a meaning. But more is taking place in our lives, 
for as we move through our daily tasks, our hearts are being shaped 
so that our desire is for Christ, our treasure. This is shown by the 
diagonal line which connects a word from each horizontal line. 

This means that the Christian pilgrimage, whereby we are formed 
into creatures in which God is pleased to dwell, does not follow a 
direct course. Directly we go to Church, hear sermons, take part in 
the liturgy and music, pray and receive the Eucharist. As part of our 
vocation, we engage in our work as labor undertaken for God's glory. 
In Herbert's own case it is to be both a priest and a poet. Another 
aspect of the horizontal is our own inner moods of peace, anxiety, 
hope and fear, elation and distress. They are not to be identified with 
our spiritual progress or state. They too are part of the direct, observ- 
able part of life, and they can be very erratic. But through Church 
observances, work, and inner experiences we are being formed so that 
we may desire Christ as our treasure. We may not see how they con- 
tribute to this formation. But it is only by moving along the horizontal 
as best we can, obeying God by making use of the benefits of his 
Church and the discipline of our work, and offering to him in both 
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24 Religion & Literature 

our praise, that we provide the building blocks for the construction 
of that life which is hid with Christ in God, and which finds in him 
our treasure. Thus every moment of dismay and dryness, as well as 
times of elation, makes a contribution to that life which is being 
formed, but which is not visible to us, especially when we are in states 
of distress. 

Herbert then does not identify the spiritual life with the interior 
life. It, like Church going and work, belongs to the horizontal or the 
observable. On the other hand, the structure of the poem also indi- 
cates that for Herbert some of God's work in forming us is open to 
view: Church services, work and interior wrestling. Thus Herbert 
does not treat spiritual growth as utterly hidden from view, as does 
Kierkegaard in his earlier works like Fear and Trembling. There Kier- 
kegaard identifies the spiritual life with sheer "inwardness." Spiritual 
growth for Herbert does not take place independent of the visible; but 
from what is visible we cannot observe all that is taking place. 

The refusal to identify the spiritual life with our subjective con- 
sciousness is strikingly different from the way people commonly think 
of spirituality. But on this point Simone Weil is wholly in agreement 
with Herbert. The seed of love, which is planted in us, is planted in 
secret. That is to say, it is not perceptible to other people or to our 
introspection. It is planted in what Weil calls "the void," and it begins 
to grow of its own accord without our awareness. Only when it has 
grown sufficiently large does it begin to impinge on our awareness by 
driving out our earthly motivation. Moreover, it is not identified with 
our own person. It is divine love at work in us. Our task is to consent 
to its presence and work. 

Work 

Herbert, because he has poetic talent, has the vocation to offer 
praise through poetry, and thus enable others, in the joy poetry gives, 
to join in praise. This employment, along with the vocation to be a 
priest, is what he is called to render to God. But Herbert in common 
with all Christians has to thread a course between two extremes. On 
the one hand, we must not think that our identity is the same as our 
work. On the other hand, we must resist the temptation to reject our 
work as irrelevant to our true life. Work is the horizontal, mortal life 
we lead. If we identify ourselves fully with what we create there, our 
true life is lost. But such work must be done with all our heart, mind, 
soul, and strength as our praise of God. Then it supplies the material 
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for that hidden life which is a heart which finds in him our treasure. 
The Christian is thus not to be a hater of this world. Herbert's sacra- 
mental view of work is especially strong in his poem "The Elixir," 
which represents his penultimate resolution of what we can render 
unto God for all his benefits, especially for his sacrifice. 

Teach me, my God and King, 
In all things thee to see, 

And what I do in anything 
To do it as for thee: 

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

But still to make thee prepossest, 
And give it his perfection. 
A man that looks on glass, 
On it may stay his eye; 

Or if he pleaseth, through it pass, 
And then the heav'n espy. 
All may of thee partake: 
Nothing can be so mean, 

Which with his tincture (for thy sake) 
Will not grow bright and clean. 
A servant with this clause 
Makes drudgery divine: 

Who sweeps a room, as for thy laws, 
Makes that and th' action fine. 
This is the famous stone 
That turneth all to gold: 

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

Work for Weil is an essential part of our formation, or as she puts 
it, our "de-creation." People often interpret Weil's notion of "de- 
creation" as harsh and life-destructive in contrast to a %life-affirming 
idea. We may gain some help from Herbert in understanding the 
meaning of this difficult notion. 

For Herbert work is an appropriate response to the passion of 
Christ because God is a builder. He not only made the heavens and 
earth and gives all things their proper employment in the functioning 
of an orderly cosmos, but he is also building us into a temple in which 
his love may dwell. Since God is a builder, our proper response to 
him as his servants is likewise to be engaged in building or in work. 
Work renders him praise; work contributes to his creation; work con- 
tributes to our being made into a fit dwelling for his love. This is why 
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there are several poems in which Herbert laments that others have 
work, but he has none. (These may reflect the long period in which 
he was without any employment before his ordination. See "Employ- 
ment II" and "Business.") For Weil work is a way we become obedient 
to God. For her the physical universe is perfectly obedient to God. 
We, by our work, insert ourselves into the chain of necessary relations 
that hold between the forces of nature, and so integrate ourselves into 
its perfect obedience. We thus become "de-created." 

Even when Herbert has employment, both as a poet and priest, he 
complains that we are often unfaithful in our labor, and he frequently 
finds himself running dry as a poet. (See "Affliction IV.") But work, 
even when done faithfully, is inadequate. We are forever debtors, as 
we depend utterly on God for all our powers. 

I threat'ned to observe the strict decree 
Of my dear God with all my power and might. 
But I was told by one, it could not be; 

Yet I might trust in God to be my light. 
Then will I trust, said I, in him alone. 

Nay, ev'n to trust in him, was also his: 
We must confess, that nothing is our own. 

Then I confess that he my succor is: 

But to have nought is ours, not to confess 
That we have nought. I stood amaz'd at this, 
Much troubled, till I heard a friend express, 

That all things were more ours by being his. 
What Adam had, and forfeited for all, 
Christ keepeth now, who cannot fail or fall. ("The Holdfast") 

The progression of thought here is from seeking with all one's own 
strength to be obedient, to reliance on trust, to a realization that trust 
is not within our own power and that even a confession that trust is 
not within our own power is not enough. We are not to confess that 
we have nothing, but we are to have nothing. The paradox that we 
have naught is resolved when we see that God seeks to be our benefac- 
tor, and that our task is to receive. But we can receive from him on 
whom we utterly depend only to the extent to which we are in a condi- 
tion in which we not only see that we are dependent on him but ac- 
tually do become dependent on him. The entire Christian pilgrimage 
is a process in which we are being so shaped and formed by him that 
we indeed not only confess that we are dependent on him, but actu- 
ally become dependent on him. Thus the poems on such themes as 
guilt, repentance, thanksgiving, dryness, temptation, rebellion, peace; 
affliction, praise, as well as poems on worship during the daily offices 
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of the Church (such as "Matins") and the Church year (such as "Easter") 
are the movements of the Christian as he or she is being formed or 
shaped to fully receive God's benefits. 

Herbert thus can help us understand Weil's notion of "de-creation." 
De-creation is not destruction. In Weil's own words, destruction is "to 
make something created pass into nothingness" (Gravity 28). To be- 
come "de-created" is to have renounced self-sufficiency, not as an idea 
or a firmly held conviction, but in fact. It is "to have naught." Free 
of all possessions, there is room for divine love to enter; to be our 
treasure; to be our life. De-creation, then, is not destruction, but it 
is, again in Weil's own words, "to make something created pass into 
the uncreated." This passing into the uncreated need not be under- 
stood as absorption, but, following Herbert, it is for divine love to 
dwell in us as a temple. 

The poem "Time" nicely brings out the distinction between "de- 
struction" and "de-creation." Our spiritual formation takes time, and 
Christ's coming transforms time for the pilgrim. Formerly time was 
an enemy, for if time is all that there is, then the passage of time is 
a fearful thing. But with Christ's coming, time is no longer a scythe 
cutting us as crudely as a dull hatchet, but a pruning-knife. "Christ's 
coming hath made man thy debtor, / Since by thy cutting he grows 
better" (11-12). This makes very good sense in light of the poem "Col- 
ossians 3:3"; increments are added to the diagonal line by the passing 
of our daily life. Time has been transformed from an executioner to 
a gardener, as our movement to greater and greater dependence on 
Christ's love with the passage of time is growth into that never failing 
life. Cutting things away is not an act of destruction, but a de-creation 
because Christ is the Lord of time. Now our passing life is leading us 
to our end or goal. 

Just as Herbert can help us understand Weil's notion of "de-creation," 
Weil in turn can help us understand Herbert's reformation doctrine 
that we depend on God's grace utterly. To say that we "have naught" 
makes sense in terms of Weil's notion of "gravity." For Weil all that 
is created is gravity, in contrast to God who is grace. Gravity is not 
to be identified with evil; it is simply earthliness. Each one of us con- 
sists of gravity, surrounding a void or "nothing." That void cannot be 
filled by anything that is created. It represents our need for God, and 
only God can fill the void. To "have naught" can thus be understood 
as the recognition that we are voids, surrounded by gravity. We de- 
pend utterly on God to plant the seed of love in the void. That seed, 
as it grows, is what gives us a desire for God or a love for God, so 
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that Christ can become our treasure. Only so can we receive Christ's 
love and thereby become a temple in which God's love may dwell. 

This brings us to the last poem of the collection, "Love," which con- 
tains the final resolution concerning the appropriate response to Christ's 
passion. 

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back, 
Guilty of dust and sin. 

But quick-ey'd Love, observing me grow slack 
From my first entrance in, 

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning, 
If I lack'd anything. 

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

I the unkind, ungrateful? Ah my dear, 
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, says Love, who bore the blame? 
My dear, then I will serve. 

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

Although we are now caught in the power of both death (the natural 
end of that which is made from dust) and damnation (the just end of 
sin), neither is to be our end. Love sacrifices itself to relieve us of both 
death and sin. What can we do or render in return for such a sacri- 
fice? We cannot even serve him of ourselves. Rather all we can do is 
to receive his sacrifice, and we can receive it properly only by being 
utterly dependent. The pilgrimage forms us so that we are utterly de- 
pendent on his sacrifice; it so shapes us that we have "naught." Hav- 
ing "naught," we can receive him and be filled by him. So the only 
thing we can do is to obey the command, "You must sit down, says 
Love, and taste my meat." We must simply receive God's sacrifice. 

There is a certain robust simplicity in the obedience. ("So I did sit 
and eat.") After the intensity of all the previous lines, the guest in ef- 
fect says, "All right, you tell me to sit down and eat, so I will do as 
I am told." There is even a tone of lightheartedness; and indeed there 
should be, as the poem is an allusion to the final banquet in heaven, 
as found in Luke 12.37, in which there is much rejoicing. It should 
be noted that one receives Christ as an act of obedience. One does not 
presume to take the food from the table, even though one knows that 
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one's salvation from death and damnation is Christ's sacrifice. It is 
because Christ commands it that one sits and eats. 

Simone Weil expresses the same idea in a letter to her father: 

If I had my eternal salvation placed in front of me on this table, and if I only 
had to stretch out my hand to take it, I would not put out my hand so long 
as I had not received the order to do so. (Watting 56-57) 

Human Fulfillment 

T.S. Eliot pointed out in his essay "Lancelot Andrewes" that John 
Donne's poetry was a means of self-expression and that "he is con- 
stantly finding an object which shall be adequate to his feelings" (Essays 
341). This is in marked contrast to Herbert for whom the object is 
above all Christ's passion, and our task is to shape ourselves, includ- 
ing our sensibility, to conform to it. Christian doctrine and the disci- 
pline provided by the Church's services and work are to form the sen- 
sibilities of the Christian pilgrim. 

This is in deep harmony with Weil's concept of attention, as we 
find in the essays "Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies," 
"Human Personality," and in her book The Need for Roots. Weil distin- 
guishes between lower and higher levels of attention. A lower kind of 
attention can be developed with school studies. "Attention consists of 
suspending our thought, leaving it detached, empty and ready to be 
penetrated by the object" (Waiting 111). It prepares us for a higher 
form of attention. 

So long as man submits to having his soul taken up with his own thoughts, 
his personal thoughts, he remains entirely subjected, even in his most secret 
thoughts, to the compulsion exercised by needs and to the mechanical play of 
forces. If he thinks otherwise, he is mistaken. But everything changes as soon 
as, by virtue of a positive act of concentration, he empties his soul so as to allow 
the conceptions of eternal Wisdom to enter into it. He then carries within 
himself the very conception to which force is subjected. (Roots 291) 

That is to say, we are thinking in a way that is not under the sway 
of gravity, and are "therefore on the same side as that which domi- 
nates force." We are not the Lord and Master of creation and all its 
forces, but we are children of the Lord and Master. 

For Weil as for Herbert, the ultimate truth about ourselves is not 
to be found in an expression of our inherent potential. Self-expression 
is not the road to self-realization. It is by our conformity to truth that 
we find what can give fullness to us. Their spirituality raises our 
horizon concerning what human fullness is by showing that to be 
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realizing our inherent potential is to be subject to gravity, and so to 
be cut off from God. Rather we are to become open to what is from 
above; and that openness is made possible by conforming ourselves 
to what is outside of ourselves. 

Truth and the Imagination 

Simone Weil often expressed grave suspicions about the use of our 
imagination. It can be so easily used to keep us from facing unpleas- 
ant realities and thereby to keep God from entering us. But she clearly 
loved creative art, which relies on the imagination, and she considered 
Herbert's "Love" to be a perfect poem, a poem in which we are to 
imagine Christ as addressing us at the table of his sacrifice. The un- 
acceptable use of the imagination can be distinguished from a proper 
use by the term "fantasy." Fantasy is unacceptable because it keeps us 
at the level of gravity by allowing us to keep our egocentric perspec- 
tive intact. But a proper use of the imagination gives us access to truth 
which otherwise is inaccessible. 

Consider Herbert's poem, "The Sacrifice," in which we are to im- 
agine that Christ, as he hangs from the cross, is addressing us. We 
are to perceive his grief and to realize that his sacrifice sets the prob- 
lem of the Christian life, namely what can we render to God for his 
love. In the poem "Love" because Christ himself addresses us, we are 
able to experience God's love. This is a proper use of the imagination 
because our egocentrism is pierced and we are no longer motivated 
simply by our gravity but also by grace which has entered us. 

Broadly speaking, although experience has become the touchstone 
for truth-claims in modern history, the imagination which is itself a 
source of experience has been barred as a source of truth. But ex- 
periences such as these poems allow us to believe that the imagination 
can give us access to truth. We first must distinguish several senses 
of experience. 

1. Experience can mean "sense-experience" or experiences avail- 
able through the sense-organs, such as when we report, "I see a car." 
This view of experience has dominated empirical philosophy in the 
modern period. If our understanding of experience is limited to sense- 
experience, as has been the case in most English-speaking philosophy 
in the modern period, then traditional Christianity, as well as much 
of traditional philosophy, ethics, and aesthetics, is likely to be excluded 
from serious consideration as giving us access to truth. 

2. Experience can also mean "high moments" of intensity. Ex- 
amples of this kind of experience can be found in the ecstasy of mystics, 
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such as Plotinus or Wordsworth. William James's Varieties of Religious 
Experience is the best known collection of "high moments." Such expe- 
riences may not involve any of our sense-organs; Simone Weil's ex- 
perience of Christ coming to possess her soul did not. 

3. We can mean by experience those things which are needed for 
us to acquire wisdom. Wisdom is not associated with youth because 
a person has to have lived long enough to have made some mistakes, 
and from such experiences, a person may acquire wisdom. At least 
one may, if one has the courage to admit having made mistakes. 
Samuel Johnson is perhaps the best known modern moralist whose 
reflections on life's experiences continue to be cited. But Socrates, 
Sophocles, and Aeschylus, as well as sacred scriptures, are full of wis- 
dom based on experience in the sense of life's experiences. Neither 
such wisdom nor the significance of "high moments" can be reduced 
to a set of sentences which contain reference to sense-experience only. 

4. There are experiences of guilt or shame. For example, I can be 
in the company of people who are much more clever or accomplished 
than I. They do not make me feel ashamed, because I have learned 
that I do not have to have the greatest intellect to be comfortable with 
myself. I am not ashamed to be in the presence of great wealth either, 
because I have learned that fullness of life is not to be found through 
great possessions. People who have power over me can make me 
afraid, but they do not make me feel ashamed, because I know that 
the unjust use of power is immoral. But if someone is able to portray 
Christ, as the Gospel writers and as some preachers and spiritual 
writers and poets do, then I do feel ashamed of myself. I find that the 
person portrayed judges my life and makes me aware of its invalidity, 
and of my inability to trust in myself. Such an experience is made 
possible by the use of concepts, ideas, and convictions. Without them, 
the experience of such a shame is unavailable to me. 

5. Poetry is a special case of the use of concepts, ideas, and com- 
parisons to make some specific experiences accessible to us. An aware- 
ness of the nature and significance of God's love, especially as expressed 
in the Incarnation, is made available to us by use of the imagination. 
Only an awareness of the grief of God and the generosity of his love 
to us who are creatures can inform the intellect and convince the heart 
of the nature of its task: to be so formed as to be able to receive such love. 

Kant in the Critique of Pure Reason said that "impressions without 
concepts are blind; concepts without impressions are empty." We 
may illustrate this important observation with the game of football. 
If a person does not know the rules of the game or understand the 
game, then he or she is at a loss when at a critical moment the ball 
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trickles off the fingers of a receiver and the crowd groans. The groan 
is an emotional experience, but it occurs only because people under- 
stand the game. An emotional experience is possible only because the 
intellect is informed. 

Kant's insight has been rediscovered in contemporary empirical 
philosophy. A positivist interpretation of perception as a mere report- 
ing of sense-experience has been found to be inadequate. Every kind 
of experience involves the use of concepts; there is no experience 
which is "pure." Thus the attempt to reduce all experiences to sense- 
experience has been found to be misguided. 

Various concepts, ideas, and images are used to portray Christ. 
They make experiences such as a particular sense of shame possible. 
Likewise it is by an imaginative use of concepts, ideas, and images 
that the experience of divine grief and love is made accessible to us 
by Herbert. The fact that poetry involves the imaginative use of con- 
cepts, ideas, and images does not ipso facto exclude what is made ac- 
cessible by poetry from consideration as true. Herbert is not merely 
giving expression to convictions, he is inviting people to experience 
the reality of God's love and in that experience to attain conviction 
or to deepen conviction. 

That is precisely what happened to Simone Weil. A poem opened 
her to an experience which convinced her of the reality of God. Pre- 
viously she had thought that the problem of God's existence or non- 
existence was insoluble {Waiting 69). But more than this experience 
of a visitation of Christ was needed. "I still half refused, not my love 
but my intelligence." Full conviction came because of repeated expe- 
riences of divine visitation with the recitation of the Lord's Prayer 
{Waiting 69-72), and because she developed a particular view of the 
relation of beauty and truth. 

In the context of a discussion of the evidential force of Christ's 
miracles she writes, "The exceptional character of the acts had no other 
object than to draw attention. Once the attention has been drawn, there 
can be no other form of proof than beauty, purity, perfection" {Roots 
269). 

She claims that miraculous acts are a sign that a person is outside 
the ordinary run of humanity. They have such power because they 
are servants of either supernatural good or supernatural evil. Weil 
claims that it is easy to see "by the manifest perfection of Christ, the 
purity of his life, the perfect beauty of his words, and the fact that he 
only exercised his powers in order to perform acts of compassion," 
that he was allied to supernatural good. We are thus bound to believe 
all that he said, "save where we have the right to suppose a faulty 
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transcription; and what gives the proof its force is beauty. When the 
subject in question is the good (meaning supernatural good), beauty 
is a rigorous and positive proof; and, indeed, there can be none other. 
It is absolutely impossible for there to be any other" (Roots 268-69). 

What is it that connects beauty to truth? Weil is convinced that the 
entire order of the universe is necessity. She is not a determinist 
because the necessity of physical nature is not the same as the neces- 
sity in human life. Even the necessity of physical nature is subject to 
a supernatural Good. It operates as it does out of obedience to that 
good. We experience nature's operations on our bodies as brute force. 
But nature is not just brute force. It is superbly ordered. 

Brute force is not sovereign in this world. It is by nature blind and indeter- 
minate. What is sovereign in this world is determinateness, limit. Eternal Wis- 
dom imprisons this universe in a network, a web of determinations. The universe 
accepts passively. The brute force of matter, which appears to us sovereign, 
is nothing else in reality but perfect obedience. . . . That is the truth which 
bites at our hearts every time we are penetrated by the beauty of the world. 
That is the truth which bursts forth in matchless accents of joy in the beautiful 
and pure parts of the Old Testament, in Greece among the Pythagoreans. 

(Roots 285) 

The reasoning seems to be that beauty and truth are connected 
through supernatural good. Nature is not just brute force. It is orderly. 
That order can be grasped by the intellect and its necessity understood. 
Its order or necessity is beautiful, both to our intellect and our senses. 
It is thus true that nature operates by necessity, and that truth is ex- 
perienced as the beauty of the world. Beauty is superior to brute force. 
We do not love brute force, but we do love the beauty of the world 
which results from a world ordered in a particular way. Beauty, as a 
good, thus gives us access to a Wisdom that is a supernatural good, 
because it is the source of nature's order and hence of nature's beauty. 

Because beauty is the result of the way brute force is ordered into 
a cosmos, the intersection of beauty and pain is where truth can be 
found. It is where a supernatural good is made manifest through the 
beauty which results from the order of the cosmos, from the way brute 
force is ordered to yield something which is superior to itself. Thus 
we can make sense of the claim, "when the subject in question is the 
[supernatural] good, beauty is a rigorous and positive proof; and, in- 
deed, there can be no other." 

At Solesmes, while in pain and also experiencing the beauty of the 
plain chants, Weil experienced an intersection of beauty and pain 
which caused the thought of Christ's passion to enter into her per- 
manently. It was while she was at Solesmes that the supernatural 
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power of the Eucharist became first evident to her from the angelic 
radiance of an English Catholic after going to communion. Here 

again we have the intersection of pain and beauty: Christ's pain and 
the communicant's radiance. Pain and beauty mediate an awareness 
of a supernatural good. 

Herbert's poem "Love" is an intersection of beauty and suffering. 
It was while reciting it in wretched pain that Weil was visited by a 
supernatural good. That presence won her love. It only half-convinced 
her intellect. It took more visitations and a structure of thought con- 
cerning nature's necessity and nature's beauty before she became fully 
convinced. An experience, even one as powerful as she had, was not 
sufficient. It had to be connected to other levels of experience and 
reasoning to give full conviction. Nonetheless, it was a poem which 
uses the imagination that enabled Weil to break through to a domain 
above the intellect. That experience gave her the incentive and the 
ability to interpret Plato as a mystic, to see the Iliad as bathed in Chris- 
tian light (Waiting 70), and thus to assemble material to develop an 
epistemology which related beauty, truth, pain and supernatural good, 
and thus to achieve full conviction. She then can write such things as 
"The true mysteries of the Faith are themselves absurd, but their ab- 
surdity is such as to illumine the mind and cause it to produce in abun- 
dance truths which are clear to the intelligence" (Roots 279). 

Princeton Theological Seminary 

NOTE 

1. This is the third of three poems in The Temple entitled "Love." I shall refer to 
this one only. 
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