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Abstract 
Recent scholarship has linked George Herbert to medieval French theologian Jean 
Gerson, an early theorist of individual natural rights and conciliarism. This essay 
proposes that Herbert knew Gerson’s ideas on divine and natural law in De Vita 
Spirituali Animae (1402) well enough to employ them in “Providence.” In this 
didactic poem, Herbert explains (through his sole use of italics) how divine and 
natural law work providentially. Pivotal for Herbert is Gerson’s redefinition of the 
concept of subjective right as a power or faculty intrinsic to an individual, whether 
human or non-human, since that redefinition underpins Gerson’s conciliarism. 
Herbert not only uses Gerson’s concept of subjective right at the outset of 
“Providence,” where the speaker relishes the “right” (4) to “write” (2) as God’s 
“Secretarie” (8), but Herbert also relies on Gerson’s notion of subjective right 
throughout the poem. Because Herbert thinks that non-humans have Gersonian 
subjective rights, he places these creatures within the scope of God’s “permission” 
(33), a jurisdiction traditionally reserved for rational beings free to act morally (or 
immorally). Herbert’s choice has immense philosophical and theological 
consequences, for, according to his Gersonian logic, non-humans serve God, 
humanity, and each other when they use their powers and faculties to obey God’s 
objective right, His “command” (33). Their behavior allows them to offer what 
amounts to moral witness indirectly. Significantly for Herbert, Gerson suggests that 
when creation exercises their subjective rights in obedience to God’s objective right, 
their obedience creates a cosmic concord, a mystical music. That concord bolsters 
Gerson’s conviction that a council of priests may hold a pope accountable. Herbert 
provocatively metaphorizes Gerson’s logic in “Providence” by depicting a council 
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of creatures headed by “Man” (6) as the “worlds high Priest” (13), who learns to 
attune himself to the universal harmony in loving obedience to a self-sacrificing 
God. 

More than any other seventeenth-century poet, Herbert wears his 
learning lightly, in service of a spiritual humility conducive to true de-
votion. As the speaker of “The Pearl. Matth. 13” declares, “I know the 
wayes of learning; both the head / And pipes that feed the presse, and 
make it runne; / […] / Yet I love thee” (ll. 1-2, 10).1 The contrast be-
tween the mind and the heart seems stark, for the speaker announces 
his preference for loving God over seeking scholarly renown.2 But 
sometimes in Herbert’s writing what appears to be a firm rejection of 
academic controversies is actually a deft rejoinder to them, such that 
there is less professional distance between Bemerton and Cambridge 
than sometimes supposed.3 Consequently, the task of discerning Her-
bert’s intellectual debts in his poetry and prose—as well as the ways he 
makes good on those debts—continues to challenge and to surprise 
readers. Recently, Christopher Hodgkins has illumined a new context 
for thinking about Herbert’s “lovers’ quarrel” (“‘Yet I love thee’” 23) 
with learning by attending to Herbert’s “fleeting mention” of medieval 
French theologian Jean Gerson (1363-1429) in The Countrey Parson, 
where Herbert briefly refers to Gerson as “a spirituall man” whose 
charitably moderate approach to dietary ethics deserves praise (“‘Ger-
son, a Spirituall Man’” 119). According to Hodgkins, Herbert’s refer-
ence to Gerson “suggests Herbert’s greater debts to this man who once 
led the University of Paris” (“‘Gerson, a Spirituall Man’” 119), debts 
that Hodgkins does not identify due to his focus on providing a “brief 
comparative glimpse” (“‘Gerson, a Spirituall Man’” 135) of the two men 
in order to facilitate a study of their interest in “diet and […] devotion” 
(“‘Gerson, a Spirituall Man’” 131). I agree with Hodgkins that Herbert’s 
favorable characterization of Gerson suggests that he may have exerted 
a “greater” influence on Herbert, especially since Yelena Mazour-
Matusevich has recently shown how extensive was Gerson’s reception 
in the early modern period, in England as well as in Europe.4 I propose 
that one place worth investigating as a site of that greater influence is 
Herbert’s didactic poem “Providence,” for that poem’s wordplay, logic, 
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and imagery suggests Herbert’s awareness of Gerson’s work on natural 
law and mystical theology.5 

As I argue in this essay, Herbert’s lyric meditation on God’s immedi-
ate and mediate guidance in His creatures’ lives as they obey natural 
law hints at Herbert’s familiarity with Gerson’s ideas, particularly 
those in De Vita Spirituali Animae (1402). First, Herbert appears conver-
sant with Gerson’s notion of a created order based on caritas and but-
tressed by the concord between divine and natural laws, a concord that 
produces a mystical music within the cosmos, that awesome temple. 
For those who question Gerson’s influence on this matter since earlier 
philosophers, notably Boethius, also believed in a musical cosmos, Bo-
ethius’ mechanical notion of musica mundana differs from Gerson’s al-
legorical understanding of the canticum divinale. Whereas Boethius 
thought that the musica mundana literally activates the musica spiritualis, 
Gerson imagined that divine music figuratively results from God’s 
creatures knowing and loving Him.6 Gerson’s mystical sense better 
suits Herbert’s depiction of God as a loving Composer desiring His 
creatures to accord with Him in love. Second, Herbert appears to share 
Gerson’s Thomist view that human nature excels non-human nature 
given humanity’s access to right reason, a divine faculty that for Gerson 
obligates a church council to hold papal authority in check. Herbert 
plausibly draws on these Gersonian ideas—a mystical music percepti-
ble by the soul and a conciliarism based on right reason—throughout 
“Providence,” poetically shifting theological and philosophical hands. 
Over the course of the poem, one of the longest in The Temple, Herbert 
shows how the sweet concord of non-human nature following divine 
law rebukes humanity’s pride. By figuring non-human nature as a har-
monious proto-church council that reminds “Man” (6) of his duty as 
“the worlds high Priest” (13) and alerts him to gross abuses of office, 
Herbert may even nod to Gerson in a witty conciliarist move.7 Addi-
tionally, as Herbert shows how the providentially beautiful harmony 
of non-human nature reveals the often-hubristic division between hu-
mans and non-humans created by Man’s fallen reason, he appears to 
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agree with Gerson that such harmony stirs a longing for a mystical con-
nection with all creatures that poetry may foster.8 Investigating the pos-
sibility that Herbert reworked some of Gerson’s ideas in “Providence” 
allows readers to see that Herbert remained engaged with academic 
debates while at Bemerton. If Herbert did borrow from Gerson, as I 
contend is likely, his light touch in bringing scholarly concerns to bear 
on pastoral care testifies to his humble refusal to lord his learning over 
his flock, and the surprising reach of medieval disputes.9 
 
 

1. Providence and the Right to Write: Herbert’s Gersonian Approach to 
Natural Law 
 

One of the most striking aspects of the opening stanza of Herbert’s lyric 
“Providence” is its buoyant joy, especially since early modern accounts 
of providence regularly concentrated on shocking events and sobering 
signs, each with eternal portent. Herbert’s marked departure from his 
contemporaries in depicting Providence likely owes something to Ger-
son, but to see how and why, it is necessary briefly to survey those con-
temporaries’ work. According to Alexandra Walsham, “‘Strange and 
wonderful newes’ of terrible disasters, sudden accidents, and bizarre 
prodigies was a major theme of the blackletter broadside ballads and 
catchpenny quarto and octavo pamphlets which flowed from city pub-
lishers in growing profusion between 1560 and 1640,” an output that 
“penetrated the provinces and countryside” (33). While popular 
sources offered a shocking providentialism, ecclesiastical texts gave a 
sobering one, urging the laity to discern God’s hand in quotidian 
events. Walsham records that “English Protestant divines discussed the 
doctrine [of providence] in exhaustive detail and with wearisome fre-
quency; it was a prominent theme of sixteenth- and seventeenth-cen-
tury academic theology and practical divinity” (9) as well as sermons. 
Whereas some clergy urged their parishioners to view “[e]very hap-
pening, catastrophic or trivial,” as “a signpost concerning the Lord’s 
soteriological intentions” (15), other writers viewed events through the 
lens of vestigial paganism, as when they assigned responsibility to fate, 
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chance, the deities Fortuna or Nature, elves, hobgoblins, or witches 
(Walsham 20-31).10 Absent from Walsham’s description of these texts is 
a sense of joyful freedom in them, whether of God in His sustenance of 
Creation or of humanity in their response to God’s activity. Yet that 
joyful freedom bursts from the speaker of “Providence” as he contem-
plates God’s creation: 
 

O sacred Providence, who from end to end 
Strongly and sweetly movest! shall I write, 
And not of thee, through whom my fingers bend 
To hold my quill? shall they not do thee right? (1-4) 

 
What prompts the speaker’s joy is not simply that Providence 
“strongly” moves; it is also that He moves “sweetly.” Helen Wilcox 
notes that “sweet” (in any of its variants) is “One of H.’s favourite 
words,” for it signals “his intense experience of God,” which ranges 
from “sensual pleasure and artistic beauty to moral virtuousness and 
redemptive love” (xliv). Pivotal to Herbert’s intense experience of God 
is the freedom to respond to Him, and Herbert alerts readers to that 
freedom when his speaker asks two questions: shall he write of God? 
And if he does, shall his fingers write rightly? The rapturous awe of the 
speaker’s opening exclamation suggests ideal answers to these ques-
tions, but the fact that they go unanswered signals the importance of 
his choices. In just several lines, Herbert’s emphasis on joyful freedom 
as the start of a proper response to “sacred Providence” makes a signif-
icant contribution to early modern providentialist discourse.11 

Herbert’s recalibration of the emotional and spiritual tenor of this dis-
course owes much to scripture and the liturgical tradition, but these 
sources do not clearly explain the hopeful eagerness surrounding the 
speaker’s writing ability, while Gerson’s theological and philosophical 
work may. Herbert’s primary debt in this stanza is to the apocryphal 
Book of Wisdom: “Wisdom reacheth from one end to another mightily: 
and sweetly doth she order all things” (8:1).12 Close behind scripture in 
terms of influence is the ancient O Antiphon addressed to Sapientia: “O 
Wisdom, coming forth from the mouth of the Most High, / reaching 
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from one end to the other mightily, / and sweetly ordering all things” 
(1-3).13 Both sources exhibit some of the buoyant joy that animates Her-
bert’s opening stanza in marked contrast to other providentialist writ-
ings. A third source, Jean Gerson’s De Vita Spirituali Animae, while less 
recognizable to many readers, appears to undergird the logic of the 
speaker’s questions, helping to bolster their enthusiasm. Gerson’s trea-
tise, a collection of six lectures on natural law and mystical theology, 
offers an influential understanding of the distinction between objective 
and subjective right, two components of the mystical music that Gerson 
believes resonates throughout the universe given the concord between 
divine and natural laws. His distinction between objective and subjec-
tive right plausibly informs Herbert’s rhyme of “write” with “right.” 
The sense of the rhyme is that the speaker ought to feel an imperative 
to write fairly of God, to inscribe just and beautiful claims about Him. 
Still, the only way that imperative works is if he has the ability to write. 
Herbert’s play on the objective obligation to act morally and the subjec-
tive capacity to do so recalls Gerson’s definitions of objective and sub-
jective right. In his second Lectio, Gerson denotes objective right as 
God’s law (lex), “a true sign revealed to a rational creature” via “divine 
right reason willing that creature to be obliged either to do or not to do 
something conducive to his sanctification so that he may attain eternal 
life and avoid damnation.”14 By contrast, Gerson denotes subjective 
right (ius) as “an immediate faculty or power belonging to someone ac-
cording to the dictate of right reason.”15 Whereas objective right con-
cerns rational creatures’ duty to obey God’s moral commands as re-
vealed in divine and natural law, subjective right involves creatures’ 
innate capacity to do what God decrees.16 These definitions clarify Her-
bert’s “write”/“right” rhyme. Marveling at how God’s divine and nat-
ural laws “Strongly and sweetly movest […]” the universe “from end 
to end,” the speaker feels a moral need to respond in kind to God as 
Legislator, and so asks, “shall I write”? Then he wonders whether his 
writing will suffice, asking whether his fingers will “do thee right,” 
thereby indicating the possibility that he has the mental, physical, and 
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spiritual abilities to write well of God. That he prefaces these questions 
with “not” signals his trust in the implied positive answers. 

Gerson’s distinction between objective and subjective right may in-
form Herbert’s rhyme further if one consults the Latin text. To the ex-
tent that Gerson’s notion of objective right imbues Herbert’s word 
“write,” there is connotative play between God’s lex and Herbert’s lex-
icon. And to the extent that Gerson’s notion of subjective right inhabits 
Herbert’s word “right,” there is connotative play between ius as a 
power or faculty and iustum as the right or just end. If Herbert had in 
mind such Latin wordplay, the fact that it registers at one remove, only 
through a mental pun, suggests his decorous restraint, but that fact may 
also suggest his hope in a providential order to language.17 At a mini-
mum, the exuberant tone of his ancient sources, combined with the lib-
erating logic of De Vita Spirituali Animae, help to explain the joyful free-
dom of Herbert’s opening stanza.18 Even so, for readers skeptical about 
even a denotative connection between Herbert’s rhyme and Gerson’s 
definitions of objective and subjective right, perhaps because those def-
initions seem commonplace and thus unattributable to Gerson alone, it 
is important to remember that they were innovative in Gerson’s day 
and influential in Herbert’s as Gerson’s legacy grew.19 For readers in-
clined to doubt that Gerson’s influence extends past Herbert’s first 
stanza, it is worth asking what Herbert read that so engaged him with 
medieval natural law theory that he explicates some of that theory part-
way through “Providence” in his only use of italics in the poem. Per-
haps mindful of how Donne often borrows from medieval philosophi-
cal and theological debates in his profane and sacred verse, Herbert 
delves into established categories of divine and natural law, keen to il-
luminate how these categories work together to demonstrate the wis-
dom of Providence.20 As he does so, he deftly changes hands, moving 
from theology in the first stanza to philosophy in the second stanza: 
 

We all acknowledge both thy power and love 
To be exact; transcendent, and divine; 
Who dost so strongly and so sweetly move, 
While all things have their will, yet none but thine. 
For either thy command, or thy permission 
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Lay hands on all: they are thy right and left. 
The first puts on with speed and expedition; 
The other curbs sinnes stealing pace and theft. (29-36) 

 

In the first of these stanzas, the speaker intriguingly recognizes God’s 
“power and love” as the cosmos’ driving forces. But this unusual pair-
ing gets dwarfed by more surprising details, like the speaker’s pronoun 
shift from the first-person singular to the first-person plural (a point to 
which I will return), and the way he underscores the poem’s initial 
claim that Providence “strongly and sweetly” moves. Then, an even 
more surprising detail arrives: when, in the second of these stanzas, the 
speaker explains his thinking in the first, he not only uses terms familiar 
from medieval natural law theory, but also he italicizes these terms, 
making them impossible to ignore. Within that theory, God’s “com-
mand” refers to His preceptive will, what God orders His creatures to 
do (or not to do), while God’s “permission” refers to his permissive will, 
what He allows His creatures to do (or not to do). While it is possible 
to distinguish between three types of natural law—the preceptive, the 
prohibitive, and the permissive—Herbert clearly groups the first two 
types within God’s commands, leaving the last type to fall within God’s 
permissions. In doing so, he may be following Gerson’s example, for 
Gerson also includes prohibitive divine law within preceptive divine 
law when he declares, “The divine preceptive law is a true sign re-
vealed to a rational creature that is a notice of divine right reason aim-
ing to hold or bind that creature to act or not to act so as to sanctify it, 
that it may achieve eternal life and avoid damnation.”21 Whether Her-
bert is following Gerson or agreeing with him unawares becomes easier 
to see if readers situate Herbert’s two stanzas in the context of the me-
dieval debates on divine and natural law that Herbert signals his 
knowledge of through his arresting use of italics. 

Within this context, the speaker’s earlier, easily overlooked assertion 
that God’s “power and love” move the cosmos appears increasingly 
strange. To those working under the influence of Thomas Aquinas, 
whose Summa Theologiae systematized pagan and Christian ideas about 
divine and natural law, what drives the cosmos are God’s right reason 
and will.22 Whereas Thomists prioritized God’s right reason above His 
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will in their efforts to grasp His moral power, voluntarists like William 
of Ockham prioritized God’s will above His right reason.23 The first per-
son to balance God’s will and right reason in order to comprehend His 
moral power better was Pierre d’Ailly, but neither he nor his predeces-
sors paired God’s power with His love, as Herbert does.24 Herbert’s 
scholarly and clerical training equipped him to think independently on 
the subject of divine and natural law, but it still makes sense to ask what 
he could have read that helped to inspire the theological and philosoph-
ical initiative he shows in stressing God’s love alongside His power. 

Given my attempts thus far to prove the probability that Gerson’s 
thinking shaped Herbert’s in “Providence,” it should come as no sur-
prise that I posit De Vita Spirituali Animae as a likely source for Herbert’s 
daring in averring that God’s “power and love” motivate the universe 
as it operates providentially according to His preceptive and permis-
sive laws. In Gerson’s treatise, God’s love grounds the universe, and 
His power, expressed as His will and right reason, work equally out of 
that love. Because Gerson aims at pastoral care rather than natural phi-
losophy, Gerson spends more time discussing rational being than non-
rational being, which makes sense in light of his title, On the Spiritual 
Life of the Soul. Still, his scholastic exploration of human nature, coupled 
with his periodic mentions of non-human nature, allow readers to see 
how Herbert may have relied on some of Gerson’s thought in “Provi-
dence.” In his fifth Lectio, Gerson refers to the “harmony of the spiritual 
life which is charity.”25 He then clarifies that the “principle harmony of 
the soul, in which consists the soul’s true life […] is God.”26 To Gerson, 
the fact that God’s love is the ground of the soul’s being implies that 
God’s love is the source of all being, which in turn suggests that God’s 
Being is love, a logic that has scriptural support since John of Patmos 
twice avers, “God is loue” (Holy Bible: 1611 Edition, 1 John 4:8, 1 John 
4:16). Regarding God’s power, Gerson states that “nothing happens 
without God causing it, and nothing is true without the first truth, for 
all wisdom is from the Lord God.”27 Although here Gerson does not 
refer directly to God’s will and right reason, he seems to do so indirectly 
in his references to “first cause” and “first truth.” Later, he not only 
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refers to God’s will and right reason directly, but also he claims that 
they are equally balanced: “in moral practices, right reason is not prior 
to the will” because “neither is prior to the other in God.”28 Gerson’s 
conviction that God’s love founds a cosmos within which His power 
works equally through His will and right reason so as to make his His 
laws known resembles Herbert’s thinking about Providence in the two 
stanzas above. Both men agree on the loving basis of the universe, and 
they agree that God expresses His power through an equal balance be-
tween His will and right reason. Moreover, both men agree that hu-
mans may perceive God’s loving power through a rational grasp of the 
objective right of preceptive law and the subjective right of permissive 
law. 

Yet Herbert’s readers may well wonder about what non-humans per-
ceive of God’s loving power, especially if those readers look closely at 
the speaker’s explication of divine and natural law in the two stanzas 
quoted above. Since the niceties of natural law theory may not appeal 
to all readers, it may be tempting to breeze through these stanzas, as-
suming that God’s command and permission applies to humans, while 
God’s command only applies to non-humans. On this view, only hu-
mans have fully free will, so only they need permissive natural law, and 
non-humans do not sin, so they do not need permissive law to curb sin. 
But the speaker proclaims that “either” God’s command “or” His per-
mission “lays hands on all,” implying that humans and non-humans fall 
under the scope of God’s command and permission. Provocatively, 
Herbert suggests that non-humans, in addition to obeying God’s com-
mand, enjoy something like a liberty covered by God’s permission.29 
The only way that this shocking suggestion makes sense in the context 
of divine and natural law, a context that Herbert begs his readers to 
notice through his use of italics, is if Herbert relies on Gerson’s famous 
definition of subjective right cited above, wherein that right (ius) is “an 
immediate faculty or power belonging to someone according to the dic-
tate of right reason.” This definition alone allows non-humans to come 
within the jurisdiction of God’s permissive law. 



Herbert and Gerson Reconsidered 
 

295 

For those who still doubt the applicability to Herbert of Gerson’s 
thinking on this point because they assume that Herbert’s poem does 
not suggest that non-humans share in right reason, it is important to 
point out that because Gerson believes that “right reason and its dic-
tates are firstly, originally, and essentially in God,” he views right rea-
son as a participative faculty that humans access through their connec-
tion to God.30 To use an anachronistic but helpful analogy, right reason 
resides in God somewhat like a software program stored in the cloud 
runs only on devices with authorized access. Thus, to Gerson, non-hu-
mans have subjective rights according to right reason located not in 
themselves but in God. So, while non-humans do not participate or 
share in God’s right reason as humans do, non-humans still function 
according to God’s right reason. As they exercise their abilities accord-
ing to His wisdom, they experience His permission to be themselves, to 
do whatever is theirs to do within the scope of His will. That Gersonian 
understanding appears in “Providence.” As Diana Benet sums up the 
speaker’s logic in stanza eight, “God’s will is that all things should have 
their will,” but she does not identify the root of the speaker’s claim that 
“all things have their will, yet none but thine” (161). That root plausibly 
is Gerson, who declares in a memorable passage, “every positive being 
has as much of its existence and the consequence of its goodness as it 
has of [subjective] right […] In this way the sky has a right to rain, the 
sun to shine, the fire to heat, yes, and every creature in all that it is able 
to do well by its natural ability.”31 This idea, which lays the foundation 
for a modern notion of subjective rights, surely informs Herbert’s 
choice to include non-humans within the scope of God’s permissive 
will. 

Because Herbert appears indebted to Gerson in these two stanzas, 
whose natural law theory informs the entire poem, it is crucial to men-
tion one more consequence of their logic. Herbert suggests that, as non-
humans exercise their subjective right to do whatever they have the 
power or faculty to do in a situation, they offer—with some degree of 
freedom, some measure of God’s permission—what amounts to moral 
witness indirectly, thereby helping humans to curb sin. Although he 
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surely agrees with Gerson that non-humans are not free in the way that 
humans are since non-humans lack the divine faculty of right reason, 
Herbert nevertheless goes beyond Gerson in clearly recognizing non-
humans’ ability to obey God’s permissive law. Irwin observes that, in 
various writings, Gerson hesitates to declare definitively that the ac-
tions of non-humans exhibit a kind of liberty, even as he ascribes to 
their actions a moral value worthy of praise.32 For him, the laudable 
aspects of non-human behavior appear as these creatures conform to 
natural law, and through it divine law, since “all the principles of nat-
ural law are properly said to be of divine law, though in a different 
manner.”33 Herbert undoubtedly would concur that natural law falls 
within the purview of divine law, such that as non-humans follow nat-
ural law, they necessarily obey some divine law. His poem accordingly 
suggests that even as all power is God’s power, God is just in His use 
of that power: He directs it in and through concordant laws.34 In the 
parts of “Providence” that surrounds these two stanzas, Herbert plau-
sibly uses Gerson’s natural law thinking at least as a partial basis for his 
own, showing how non-human nature accords with God’s decrees in 
ways that inspire and correct human nature. The creatures thus offer 
something like a moral testimony, even a mystically musical one. As 
Herbert’s speaker finds his ordained part in the harmony produced by 
Creation and joins in the “musick” (40) that God orchestrates, he mod-
els an ethic of engagement with the natural world, both human and 
non-human. Writing well, virtuously and beautifully, facilitates his 
moral and spiritual participation in the world around him, and demon-
strates that truly good poetry exhibits the strength and sweetness of 
Providence. Herbert thus reveals how poetry and its writers may reflect 
the wonderfully lyrical nature of God. 
 
 

2. “What musick…!”: Poetic Praise as Providential Accord 
 

Near the outset of “Providence,” however, the speaker appears further 
from this last goal than the opening stanza suggests he hopes, and some 
readers realize.35 In just the second stanza, the speaker revels so much 
in his subjective right to write that he mixes fitting pride with blind 
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hubris, displaying a fallen anthropocentrism that corrupts the speaker’s 
joy with smugness, subtly at first, and then not so subtly. But as he con-
siders his place in the natural order, and specifically as he meditates on 
non-human creatures in relation to himself, he gradually becomes more 
right-sized, less grandiose, more capable of genuine service to God and 
other creatures. Although the speaker initially sees his service more lit-
erally, according to the letter of the natural law, once he performs that 
service, he understands it more metaphorically, according to the spirit 
of that law. As I contend in this section, Herbert’s poetic dramatization 
of his speaker’s humbling—a process that recurs throughout the 
poem—appears indebted not only to Gerson’s notions of objective and 
subjective right, but also and especially to Gerson’s sense that creatures’ 
conformities to natural law, and thus their obedience to divine law, cre-
ates a cosmic harmony. That harmony is no Boethian mechanical mar-
vel, but a mystical music based on God’s self-sacrificing love. Further-
more, to keep his speaker humble, Herbert creatively applies Gerson’s 
ideas about mystical theology so as to depict a speaker using Gerson’s 
affective meditational tools to develop his devotion. Ultimately, in both 
the part of the poem that precedes the two stanzas quoted above and 
the part of the poem that follows them, Herbert shows his speaker 
learning to use his intellectual and emotional faculties with a glorious 
humility proper to them. But for the speaker to praise God rightly, us-
ing words that only he has, he must first learn how other creatures 
praise God, and become attuned to Providence working in and through 
them. 

The most significant lesson in the speaker’s need for humility starts 
early in “Providence.” In the poem’s second stanza, the speaker high-
lights humanity’s rational capacity (their subjective right) to know 
God’s law (the objective right), proclaiming, “Of all the creatures both 
in sea and land / Onely to Man thou has made known thy wayes” (5-
6). Wondering at Man’s greatness in a way that recalls Psalm 8:4, “What 
is man, that thou art mindfull of him?” the speaker effectively answers 
the psalmist’s question, but with a note of presumption absent from the 
psalmist’s answer.36 To be fair, “Onely” humanity participates in divine 
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right reason, which is why their obedience to God’s will through their 
use of His right reason enables them to worship God through language, 
and written language at that. Mindful of these matters, the speaker 
stresses Man’s vocation to write, for God “put the penne alone into his 
[Man’s] hand, / And made him Secretarie of thy praise” (7-8). Because 
Man’s signature talent is his linguistic ability, “versing” (39) is one of 
his crowning achievements, a feat exclusive to him.37 But those who do 
not write poetry in praise of God are still equipped to be His secret-
keeper, clerk, correspondent, and minister.38 These human capabilities 
are all worth celebrating, and the speaker does so rightly. Indeed, the 
length and complexity of “Providence” shows Herbert relishing his 
own ability to write poetry. The problem with the speaker’s exultation 
is that his use of the word “Onely” is dangerous: he allows the truth he 
knows to become tainted by “proud exclusivity” (Guibbory 81).39  

While the speaker’s claim that Man alone may compose God’s praise 
is, of course, literally true, his claim is spiritually false, as scripture that 
Herbert knew well evinces. Take Job, for example, who averred: “But 
aske now the beasts, and they shall teach thee; and the foules of the aire, 
and they shall tell thee. Or speake to the earth, and it shall teach thee; 
and the fishes of the sea shall declare vnto thee. Who knoweth not in all 
these, that the hand of the LORD hath wrought this?” (Job 12:7-9). Be-
yond Job, there is Jesus, who replied to the Pharisees, “I tell you, that if 
these [disciples] should holde their peace, the stones would immediatly 
cry out” (Luke 19:40). Then there is John of Patmos, who recorded in 
his prophetic vision, “euery creature which is in heauen, and on the 
earth, and vnder the earth, and such as are in the sea, and all that are in 
them, heard I, saying, Blessing, honour, glory, and power bee vnto him 
that sitteth vpon the Throne, and vnto the Lambe for euer and euer” 
(Rev. 5:13). These instances of non-human creatures testifying to spir-
itual truths are hardly exhaustive.40 Both in number and fame, they sug-
gest that Herbert disagrees with the discordant note of unhealthy pride 
heard in the speaker’ assertion that “Onely” Man worshipfully records 
God’s secrets. In stanzas three through five, Herbert increases the vol-
ume of that off-key note until it is hard for the speaker to miss. 
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By the third stanza, the speaker’s tone has veered noticeably from the 
buoyant joy of the first stanza and the proud confidence of the second 
stanza; now, the speaker sounds sharply condescending. “Beasts fain 
would sing; birds dittie to their notes; / Trees would be tuning on their 
native lute / To thy renown” (9-11), the speaker fantasizes, recreating 
other creatures in Man’s image, as if somehow God failed to make non-
human creatures sufficient in themselves for the purposes He set for 
them. Yet because non-human creatures cannot fulfill human stand-
ards, he ends his fantasy by pitying their pathetic state: “but all their 
hands and throats / Are brought to Man, while they are lame and 
mute” (11-12). Part of what interferes with the speaker’s right under-
standing and feeling about human and non-human creatures is his lit-
eralism, his hyperfocus on what is materially evident, whether about 
the animal, vegetable, and mineral bodies that he perceives through his 
senses, or about his own body, with its various powers and faculties. 
Earlier in the poem, precisely these abilities were the source of his jus-
tified rejoicing, but now, his limited perspective yields a distorted im-
age. 

Still, Herbert paints a more complicated picture of the speaker’s hu-
man nature than just intellectual and emotional corruption, which is 
why the speaker’s anthropocentrism registers in a more nuanced way 
in stanza four. The speaker valorizes humanity in a way that seems to 
have biblical support when he declares arrestingly that “Man is the 
worlds high Priest” (13). Placing Man in a vocation with Jewish, Ortho-
dox, Roman Catholic, and Protestant expressions, the speaker strik-
ingly includes non-human nature as part of the fold. He correctly calls 
Man a priest insofar as scripture describes Peter telling Christ’s follow-
ers, “But yee are a chosen generation, a royall Priesthood, an holy na-
tion, a peculiar people, that yee should shewe forth the praises of him, 
who hath called you out of darkness into his marueillous light” (1 Pet. 
2:9). Still, being a member of a royal priesthood is not the same as being 
the high priest himself. It is thus tempting to wonder whether the 
speaker has transgressed natural and divine law by forgetting the 
verse, “wee [Christians] haue a great high Priest, that is passed into the 
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heauens, Iesus the Sonne of God” (Heb. 4:14).41 Skeptical readers may 
counter that the speaker justly distinguishes Man from Christ by an-
nouncing that Man is the world’s high priest, whereas Christ is the 
world’s and heaven’s high priest. Readers may further contend that it 
is possible for Man to be a high priest since the Bible makes clear that 
“euery high Priest taken from among men, is ordeined for men in 
things pertaining to God” (Heb. 5:1.). The problem with these objections 
is that for them to work logically, Man, as “the worlds high Priest,” 
would have to accept that non-humans, at least some of them, qualify 
to be priests, just not high priests. Yet nothing in Herbert’s poem so far 
gives any indication that the speaker, the self-appointed spokesperson 
for Man (as distinct from Herbert), is willing to view non-human crea-
tures, or even some of them, as the world’s priests under Man as their 
high priest. In fact, in the lines immediately following the speaker’s as-
sertion that Man is “the worlds high Priest” who “doth present / The 
sacrifice for all” (13-14), the speaker states that “they [non-human crea-
tures] below / Unto the service mutter an assent” (14-15). But, as Her-
bert knew, there is no muttering in scriptural accounts of non-human 
creatures proclaiming God’s glory. These creatures confidently pro-
claim what they know, in whatever sense they know it. Since Christi-
anity underscores the need to satisfy the spirit of the law over its letter, 
it is a mistake to assume the speaker is always spiritually right when he 
stresses part of the literal truth. My point is that the speaker’s proud 
anthropocentrism prevents him from perceiving how non-human crea-
tures testify harmoniously to the wonders of Providence. That limita-
tion is tragic insofar as the logic of his metaphor of Man as “the worlds 
high Priest” requires that at least some non-humans take on something 
of a priestly role. 

Having elevated Man to such a global height in the fourth stanza, the 
speaker in stanza five feels an overdeveloped sense of responsibility for 
offering God’s praise poetically. The speaker’s anthropocentrism bur-
dens him so much that he assumes that Man must supply the verbal 
worship that non-humans cannot, or else these creatures languish spir-
itually. According to the speaker, the person who does not worship 
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God linguistically “Doth not refrain unto himself alone, / But robs a 
thousand who would praise thee fain, / And doth commit a world of 
sinne in one” (18-20). From one perspective, the speaker’s hubris leads 
him to imagine that a single refusal to worship God via the spoken or 
written word is a microcosm of rebellion that commits a macrocosm of 
sin. His ignorance of scriptural assurance cited above that non-human 
nature has praised God in the past, is doing so in the present, and will 
do so in the future means that he misses how non-human nature serves 
God as differently abled secretaries, even as teachers for those who 
heed their witness. From another perspective, however, the speaker in-
timates that in some mystical way, non-human creatures do have a le-
gitimate claim to humanity’s words. If their claim is not exactly a right 
to human worship, it may at least be a stake in it. On this last view, non-
human nature has a measure of spiritual authority and maybe even the 
means to hold Man accountable for ignoring it. Within the speaker’s 
complex, conflicted logic, at once problematic and profound, runs a 
subtle strain of conciliarist thinking that may well owe something to 
Gerson given his status as a leading conciliarist in his period and after-
ward.42 Yet to perceive how Herbert develops that strain in later stanzas 
while recalling other aspects of Gerson’s work, one must first observe 
how Herbert brings the speaker into providential accord with non-hu-
man nature via a concerted lesson in humility. 

That humbling process operates quietly while the speaker’s pride 
persists, as stanzas six and seven show. His arrogant anthropocentrism 
reaches a high point in stanza six when he imagines that “The beasts 
say, Eat me” (21), and “The trees say, Pull me” (23). This arresting mo-
ment recalls Ben Jonson’s ode to Robert Sidney’s country house, “To 
Penshurst,” wherein a variety of creatures vie to sacrifice themselves 
for their lord’s sake. On land, they passively serve their master, for “The 
painted partridge lies in every field / And for thy mess is willing to be 
killed” (29-30). In water, by contrast, they serve actively, as when “Fat, 
agèd carps […] run into thy net” (33). Not to be outdone, amphibians 
offer themselves up with flattering athleticism: “Bright eels […] emu-
late them, and leap on land, / Before the fisher, or into his hand” (37-
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38). While Jonson depicts non-humans as if they exist largely to please 
humanity, Herbert exaggerates that attitude by having his speaker 
smugly put non-humans in their place. For example, the speaker re-
minds the “beasts” that “The tongue is yours to eat, but mine to praise” 
(22), and he tells the “trees” that “the hand you stretch, / Is mine to 
write, as it is yours to raise” (23-24). He thus harps on his earlier point 
that non-human creatures lack Man’s signature faculty, that Gersonian 
right to write justly.43 Still, for all the proud anthropocentrism evident 
in the speaker’s belief about what the beasts and trees “say” to Man, the 
fact that they speak to him at all is a surprise since only three stanzas 
earlier, he thought them “lame and mute.” Apparently, his contempla-
tion of non-human creatures, though undertaken with a superior atti-
tude, has humbled him enough to realize that Providence has given 
non-humans more faculties than he thought. 

At this point in stanza six, it is barely possible for the speaker to per-
ceive that non-humans have voices, however figuratively understood, 
and that non-humans providentially instruct Man, a possibility that he 
admits when he considers whether “beasts must teach” (21). The 
speaker’s shift to the second person via the possessive “yours” (22, 24) 
and “you” (23) so as to address non-human creatures directly further 
indicates his recognition that he is not as superior as he once thought. 
Even as he stridently asserts Man’s privileged place in the created or-
der, he starts to temper his assertions, as if the visceral connection he 
shares with the material world reins in some of his excesses. Conse-
quently, in stanza seven, when he turns again to Providence, he praises 
that “most sacred Spirit” (25) on behalf of himself and “all my fellows” 
(26). Contemplating nature enables him to see fellowship where once 
there was only lordship.44 Admittedly, some vestiges of pride appear 
in his depiction of Man as a feudal lord paying “rent” (27) to God as 
Dominus out of the “benefit accrue[d]” (28) from other creatures. While 
it is true that Man enjoys dominium over these creatures according to 
scripture, since God told Adam and Eve, “haue dominion ouer the fish 
of the sea, and ouer the foule of the aire, and ouer euery liuing thing 
that mooueth vpon the earth” (Gen. 1:28) it nevertheless sounds like 
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Herbert’s speaker lords his privileged place above the creatures he has 
yet to listen to fully. Still, the pride in his anthropocentrism is tempered 
by a newfound sense of fellowship with non-human nature because all 
serve the ultimate King. 

With a new, humbled spirit in stanza eight, the speaker shifts pro-
nouns yet again, adopting the first-person plural “We” (29) for the first 
time as he and his “fellows” confess how Providence works through 
both “power and love,” moving “strongly and sweetly.” Intriguingly 
enough, at the moment when the speaker finds fellowship, perhaps 
even kinship, with non-human creatures simply because he chooses to 
humble himself, he becomes able to use his subjective right to write 
rightly, to the point of using italics in stanza nine. Part of what enables 
him again to write justly, after a lapse of six stanzas, is that he accesses 
the faculty of right reason, which Man alone of God’s creatures may, to 
discuss of the most thorny and difficult subjects he can, medieval nat-
ural law theory. The fact that he does so in poetry is remarkable. Since 
I have already discussed stanzas eight and nine in the previous section, 
there is no need to regurgitate my findings here. But it is worth stating 
that by reflecting on and writing about the relation between God’s 
“command” and “permission,” the speaker is paradoxically reduced and 
enlarged, simultaneously humbled and exalted, all while appearing 
closer to his rightful spiritual size. Gone (for the moment) are his dis-
torted observations and extreme moods. Instead, he serves his human 
audience by instructing them in unfamiliar concepts using balanced 
rhetoric and a calm tone. He also serves his non-human audience by 
finally having a spirit of respectful temperance toward them. Though 
there is no creature on earth other than Man who could possibly parse 
the subtleties of natural law, the speaker does so beautifully, simply, 
smartly, all without lording it over others. The fact that no commenta-
tor that I know of has explored the significance of the speaker’s natural 
law thinking demonstrates how suavely Herbert utilizes his ample 
learning here. 
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Fascinatingly, not only does the speaker find his rightful place 
amongst all creatures by using his signature human talents in compan-
ionate ways, but also he rediscovers the joy he had when the poem 
opened. The speaker’s realization that “Nothing escapes” (37) God’s 
preceptive and permissive wills because all are caught up in the legal 
trajectories of God’s eternal justice leads him to affirm what Man knows 
only through divine revelation: “all must appeare; / And be dispos’d, 
and dress’d, and tun’d by thee, / Who sweetly temper’st all” (37-39). 
The speaker’s vision of Providence as the cosmic Composer is fascinat-
ing, particularly given his exuberance in marveling, “If we could heare 
/ Thy skill and art, what musick it would be! (39-40) This music is no 
conventional music of the spheres, no Boethian cosmic harmony, since 
the music to which the speaker refers is in some mysterious way moral, 
and in every way legally just. That is because metaphoric, even allegor-
ical, tuning and tempering are required, which means both that earlier 
music went awry, and some music at least is now proceeding beauti-
fully. 

These ideas, combined with the fact that Herbert has deliberately in-
vited readers to think about natural law in the preceding stanzas, make 
it hard not to think of De Vita Spirituali Animae, particularly Gerson’s 
vision of how creaturely being depends on God’s Being in a brilliantly 
complicated yet ordered way. As mentioned earlier, since Gerson’s 
treatise aims at pastoral care rather than natural philosophy, his most 
developed commentary concerns humans instead of non-humans. 
Nevertheless, his description of how rightly ordered human behavior 
conforms variously to divine and natural law sheds light on how non-
human behavior similarly conforms to that law, though within the or-
dained limits of the creature. In an admittedly difficult passage, Gerson 
works hard to articulate all the ways that a human may obey God’s law 
on just one occasion: 
 

In the same act, multiple rectitudes and goodnesses may coincide: one of 
nature, another of manners, another of grace, another of glory; and this [coin-
cidence] occurs according to the diverse ways of considering that act to be 
conformed variously to the divine law or goodness, not that in God there is 
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any diversity in his laws which may be called real or formal, but that we con-
ceive the same divine law in diverse ways and consider it according to really 
distinct attitudes toward creatures; these attitudes do not exist in God by 
Himself, but in Himself and the creatures thus related and considered, from 
which [consideration] distinct concepts are formed by the intellect and ab-
stracted by a power far stronger than [animal instinct].45 

 
According to Gerson, when a rational creature performs a single act, 
that act conforms to divine law in one or more ways, whether because 
it heeds the laws of nature, the demands of good custom, the gifts of 
grace, and/or the rewards of glory. These different kinds of conformity 
to divine law do not exist in God Himself alone, like right reason does. 
Instead, differences in conformity to divine law occur in the individual 
relations between God and His creatures. Gerson hence quite fittingly 
suggests that the differences in how creatures conform to divine law 
appear best to rational creatures who contemplate others, human or 
non-human, since rational creatures are capable of observing such dif-
ferences. Additionally, he suggests that when rational creatures con-
template others, their contemplative behavior itself conforms to divine 
law. He thus implies that there is a hierarchy to creatures’ conformity 
to divine law, one which adds to the spectacular moral dynamism of 
God’s creation. Admittedly, it is hard to picture that dynamism. One 
may think, for example, of God’s will for each creature emanating out-
ward toward that creature like a ray of light, which the creature’s own 
will returns to God in and through its obedience to divine law.46 But it 
is not hard to imagine that dynamism as a symphony of concordant 
notes and rhythms. That kind of moral music, whereby all creatures 
play their instruments—their powers and faculties—according to 
God’s objective will with a creative liberty allowed by God’s permissive 
will, fits well with Herbert’s speaker’s exclamation, “If we could heare 
/ Thy skill and art, what musick it would be!” 

The humbling process brought about by the speaker’s summation of 
divine and natural law in the two stanzas cited above prompts him to 
deepen his understanding of non-human creatures as his “fellows” in 
the remainder of the poem. His striking label suggests that non-humans 
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are not just instruments of the divine; they are fellow beings, descend-
ants of the One whose Being animates the universe. Because of this spir-
itually expansive, emotionally generous, and intellectually open view 
of Creation, the speaker refers to non-humans in human terms, subtly 
at first and then not so subtly. “Tempests are calm to thee; they know 
thy hand, / And hold it fast, as children do their fathers, / Which crie 
and follow” (45-47), the speaker tells God. The speaker uses a simile to 
elaborate on the earlier “fellows” reference, which distances humans 
from non-humans on the Great Chain of Being. As the poem continues, 
however, the speaker opts for metaphor through the use of gendered 
pronouns for animals, vegetables, and even minerals. For example, he 
states, “no beast but knows his feed” (50). His imaginative leap is not 
huge since beasts are generally male or female. But he then avers, “Each 
creature hath a wisdome for his good” (61), implying that all creatures, 
whatever their nature, exhibit something recognizably human in their 
being. Thus he refers to a rose as masculine, for its “cure” (78) signals 
that the rose is a veritable vegetal doctor. A few lines later, the speaker 
marvels at how minerals sometimes warn Man, thereby aiming at his 
good: “when he digs the place, / He makes a grave,” the speaker re-
lates, “as if the thing had sense, / And threatened man, that he should 
fill the space” (82-84). The key phrase is “as if”; by likening dirt to a 
human (an unusual move until one remembers the Hebrew word for 
dirt, “adamah,” which Herbert likely knew), the speaker imagines what 
that dirt would say to a clueless human, and then the speaker articu-
lates that warning on the dirt’s behalf. Amazingly, the speaker serves 
as a secretary for gravel. 

Indeed, so powerful is his impulse to communicate with a non-hu-
man that he turns away from Providence, the primary audience of his 
prayer, and speaks directly to a mineral. Meditating on the weather, he 
rehearses what he knows of climate history: “When yet some places 
could no moisture get, / The windes grew gard’ners, and the clouds 
good fountains” (115-16). Because of his figuration of wind as a gar-
dener, a counterpart of sorts to humanity, he becomes distressed at the 
prospect of future storms, and so apostrophizes the “good fountains”: 
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Rain, do not hurt my flowers; but gently spend 
Your hony drops: presse not to smell them here: 
When they are ripe, their odour will ascend, 
And at your lodging with their thanks appeare. (117-20) 

 
The childlike faith that the rain has sense enough to hear his petition 
and fellowship enough to heed it is both strong and sweet. For though 
that faith-filled speaker stands on the border between Christian kinship 
with Creation and pagan animism, the speaker leans toward Christian 
kinship. Indeed, he may aim to follow Jesus’ teaching: “verily I say unto 
you, If yee haue faith as a graine of mustard seed, yee shall say vnto 
this mountaine; Remove hence to yonder place: and it shall remoue, 
and nothing shall be vnpossible vnto you” (Matt. 17:20). In any event, 
the speaker’s momentary indulgence in the childlike imagination that 
Rain is eager to leave his sky-home in order to smell the flowers does 
not indicate idolatry; rather, the speaker’s humble recognition that the 
rain does what it wills within the scope of God’s permission recalls Ger-
son’s memorable illustration of subjective right: “the sky has a right to 
rain.” While it is impossible to know for certain whether Herbert’s use 
of the pathetic fallacy relies definitively on Gerson’s famed attribution 
of subjective right to a non-human creature, the constellation of Gerso-
nian ideas and logic appearing in places throughout the poem suggest 
Herbert was not ignorant of the philosophical significance of his depic-
tion of Rain. 

More connections to Gerson’s thinking on natural law and its spir-
itual implications appear shortly after the speaker apostrophizes Rain. 
The speaker, having resumed his prayer to Providence, marvels at 
God’s abundance, recognizing that “Sometimes thou dost divide thy 
gifts to man, / Sometimes unite” (125-26). To illustrate the latter phe-
nomenon, Herbert employs a classic example of divine bounty, the nut, 
though he innovates poetically by using a surprising type of nut.47 With 
the zeal of a New World explorer, the speaker enthuses, “The Indian 
nut alone / Is clothing, meat and trencher, drink and kan, / Boat, cable, 
sail and needle, all in one” (126-28). The cascade of examples conduces 
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to awe, as well as lingering reflection. Despite the rush of detail, or per-
haps because of it, readers may slow down long enough to ask, how 
does the coconut yield all these things? In supplying this example, Her-
bert could have borrowed from ancient sources, but he also could have 
borrowed from Gerson. In another of the latter’s works, De Theologia 
Mystica Practica (1407), Gerson encourages his audience to cultivate a 
reverential imagination, not an idly curious one, such that even a crea-
ture as small as a nut may prompt a mystical experience: 
 

You, similarly, in that which you read, hear, see, speak, or think, convert it 
immediately into affectivity, as if you breathed it from within, smelled, or 
tasted it […] let your mind rise up immediately and simultaneously to rever-
ence and love, to a trusting request for your needs and those of your brothers, 
with whom the Father is shared […] We can find such forms of affection with-
out number or end. From one day to the next they will be sweet and new, as 
if hidden in a honeycomb (Sg. 5:1), in manna, or in a nut. (Gerson, On Mystical 
Theology 301) 

 
Gerson’s emphasis on the “sweet” discovery of God’s Creation, cou-
pled with his last reference to the nut, may have been memorable 
enough to inspire Herbert in “Providence.” But even if Herbert did not 
read De Theologia Mystica Practica, Gerson’s De Vita Spirituali Animae 
still helps to illumine the spiritual significance of Herbert’s poetic revel 
in the abundance of the “Indian nut.” 

In that latter work, as shown above, Gerson suggests that each crea-
ture, rational or non-rational, conforms to divine law via natural law in 
a multitude of ways, each way appropriate to that creature’s being. The 
creature’s powers and faculties, that is, the creature’s subjective right, 
allows that creature to conform to divine law in ways that may or do 
differ, partly or entirely, from the ways of another creature, such that 
each creature retains a place in the Great Chain of Being. Although Ger-
son focuses on rational creatures’ conformities to divine law given his 
concerns with pastoral care, his logic implies that non-rational crea-
tures also conform variously to divine law. Thus for non-rational crea-
tures as well as rational ones, “multiple rectitudes and goodnesses may 
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coincide” as these creatures obey divine law. Gerson’s provocative un-
derstanding of conformity to divine law agrees with Herbert’s brief 
meditation on the Indian nut. Surely aware that in the Creation account 
as recorded in Genesis, “God saw euery thing that hee had made: and 
behold, it was very good,” Herbert portrays his speaker noticing the in-
trinsic goodness of a humble and yet awesome object (Gen. 1:31). The 
fact that the coconut has so many uses—bodily covering, physical sus-
tenance, plate, transport, tool—shows Providence at work. Precisely 
because Providence works in and through the nut’s conformities to di-
vine law, the nut offers what amounts to moral witness indirectly to 
those who have ears to hear and eyes to see. But for those who struggle 
to perceive that witness, Herbert concisely articulates how the nut’s 
abundance signals God’s wise generosity: he declares that the Indian 
nut “alone” (126) combines “all in one” (128). In a poem full of exam-
ples of non-human creatures like the coconut, each conforming to di-
vine law grounded in God’s love, Herbert repeatedly teaches the same 
Gersonian lesson: the affective contemplation of God’s creatures great 
and small within and beyond poetry helps to nurture the life of the soul. 
If readers experience the harmonious magnificence of Creation in read-
ing Herbert’s poem, and especially if that experience humbles and en-
courages them, then poetry providentially helps readers grow into a 
truly abundant life.48 

To make that goal clear to readers, Herbert dramatizes the speaker’s 
spiritual transformation as a result of his meditations on Providence. 
As evidenced above, the speaker’s attitude develops some humility 
early on in the lyric, when he switches from first-person singular to 
first-person plural, thereby recognizing himself as a member of a mu-
sical chorus of creatures, human and non-human. Yet Herbert does not 
halt the speaker’s spiritual progress there. Though the speaker cele-
brates humanity’s ability to labor as God’s “Secretarie” at the beginning 
of the poem (8), the difficulty of that labor ends the celebration exactly 
halfway through the poem. At this point, he feels inadequate and longs 
for help with his writing. The speaker’s earnest questions spotlight his 
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poignant predicament and his willingness to receive whatever help an-
yone—anyone at all, human or non-human—may offer: 
 

Who hath the virtue to expresse the rare 
And curious vertues both of herbs and stones? 
Is there an herb for that? O that thy care 
Would show a root, that gives expressions! (73-76) 

 
At first, the speaker appears to look for a fellow human to help him 
write (“Who”). But then, he searches for a fellow non-human to assist 
him (“an herb”). Providentially, right in the act of wondering what 
creature (perhaps literally beneath him) he may ask for help to write 
well, he shows himself writing beautifully, and in some way adding to 
the Book of Nature.49 Yet because the speaker senses that he is still spir-
itually out of tune with the ultimate Lyricist, he nevertheless persists in 
his contemplation of God’s creatures. And what he receives from them 
is not a confirmation of his superiority or even an assurance of his 
equality, but a limited awareness of his inferiority. That awareness ar-
rives three stanzas from the poem’s end, when the speaker again feels 
insecure about his ability to serve as God’s “Secretarie,” and so asks: 
“But who hath praise enough? nay who hath any?” (141). His second 
question is particularly powerful since it suggests that his meditation 
on God’s ways and means has given him an experience of the divine 
that transcends words, no matter how artful. Consequently, his insecu-
rity about being a good servant is quickly replaced by a stabilizing cer-
tainty: “None can expresse thy works, but he that knows them; / And 
none can know thy works, which are so many, / And so complete, but 
onely he that owes them” (142-44). The crucial word here in these lines 
is “owes.” Given what the speaker has shared about God’s Creation 
and his changing responses to it, Herbert surely intends an aural pun, 
such that one “owes” Providence when one ‘oh-s’ Providence.50 If so, 
then it appears that, as in “Sion,” so too here: the best praise of God 
may be “one good grone” (18). When the speaker lets himself be tem-
pered and tuned, when he conforms himself to God’s law in awe, hu-
mility, repentance, gratitude, joy, and especially love, then he is ready 
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to join other creatures—who have perhaps been waiting for him—in 
the mystical music of the cosmos, that spiritual harmony in and of God. 
 
 
3. The Council of All Creatures: A Glance at Herbert’s Protestant Con-
ciliarism 
 
So far, I have drawn attention to Herbert’s conviction that humans and 
non-humans offer providential guidance to those with ears to hear and 
eyes to see it. Herbert’s belief appears indebted to Gerson’s understand-
ing of divine and natural law, particularly as they shape the cosmos’s 
mystical music. That music provides the basis for Gerson’s conciliar-
ism. As I have explained above, Gerson thinks that the mystical music 
of the universe arises from each creature’s multiple conformities to di-
vine law via natural law. Thus, for him, all creatures have intrinsic spir-
itual significance, even though their actions (or inactions) may not be 
moral or immoral per se. While humans may offer moral witness to one 
another directly or indirectly, given their share in divine right reason, 
non-humans, given their lack of right reason, must provide what 
amounts to moral witness to humans indirectly. As a result, humans 
must use their rational faculty especially sensitively to perceive non-
humans’ witness. Herbert appears to find aspects of Gerson’s thinking 
amenable, for in “Providence,” he consistently shows how non-hu-
mans, despite lacking fully free will and right reason, provide the 
speaker the near-moral guidance he needs to humble himself before 
God and his “fellows.” As the speaker follows this guidance, he allows 
Providence to tune him spiritually so that he will contribute fairly, that 
is, justly and beautifully, to the cosmos’ mystical music. Since this con-
cord originates in God, whenever any creature accords with divine law, 
that creature positions himself to serve “Man” effectively as a member 
of a proto-Church council working in the temple of the cosmos. In this 
section, then, I briefly consider Herbert’s Protestant conciliarism, which 
he likely learned from Gerson, one of conciliarism’s chief champions.51 
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Herbert’s subtly provocative adaptation of Gerson’s conciliarism ap-
pears throughout “Providence,” but especially in its closing stanzas. 
There, Herbert reaffirms Gerson’s conviction that non-humans have 
enough innate goodness to give their human counterparts what 
amounts to moral witness. This witness, together with Herbert’s deci-
sion to anthropomorphize non-humans by assigning them masculine 
pronouns, means that non-humans function as a proto-church council 
obliged by God’s laws to help guide “Man” in the use of his priestly 
authority, especially if he is willing to serve as the “worlds high Priest,” 
a role that logically necessitates at least some other creatures’ service as 
lower priests.52 In the poem’s final stanzas, this council appears in lyri-
cal dialogue with the speaker: 
 

All things that are, though they have sev’rall wayes, 
Yet in their being joyn with one advise 
To honour thee: and so I give thee praise 
In all my other hymnes, but in this twice. 
 
Each thing that is, although in use and name 
It go for one, hath many wayes in store 
To honour thee: and so each hymne thy fame 
Extolleth many wayes, yet this one more. (145-52) 

 
Both stanzas show Herbert’s reliance on Gerson’s notion of species-spe-
cific conformity to divine law via natural law. In the first stanza, the 
speaker’s use of the word “things” levels all creatures, humbling Man 
by placing him in the same category as a thing. Even so, the speaker 
reasserts Man’s superiority, for though “All things” follow “one ad-
vise” of objective right (divine law), all things “have sev’rall wayes” of 
doing so as determined by subjective right (a creature’s power or fac-
ulty). Since Man’s faculty includes versification, the speaker mentions 
how his past lyrics laud God once, but this lyric does so “twice.” Wilcox 
parses the speaker’s usage of the word “twice” by observing that one 
form of praise occurs in “Providence” itself, while another transpires in 
Herbert’s being as he writes that poem (427n147-8). What scholars miss 
is that something similar happens to non-humans in the poem’s last 
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stanza. Whereas the penultimate stanza zooms in on the speaker, 
reestablishing him above other creatures as God’s poet, the ultimate 
stanza zooms out on all creatures as God’s poems, even His proto-po-
ets. While “Man” is God’s “Secretarie” directly, non-humans are God’s 
secretaries indirectly. As each creature lives his life in accordance with 
divine law via the laws of nature inscribed within his body, that body 
serves God as an instrument of His harmony. From Herbert’s Gerso-
nian perspective, “each” creature is a “him” who is God’s “hymne,” 
that is, an individual being with spiritual import, one who has person-
ality or something akin to it. 

The fact that Herbert dignifies non-human creatures by suggesting 
that they have something in them that resembles Man, something that 
evokes human free will and right reason without being either of those 
things, allows non-human creatures to carry a near-moral message with 
spiritual significance.53 Although they may carry this message individ-
ually, they have great power when they carry it collectively. For when 
they do the latter, they exert something like conciliar authority to af-
firm, to tolerate, or to protest the behavior of Man, “the worlds high 
Priest.” Read this way, “Providence” suggests that De Vita Spirituali 
Animae influenced Herbert not only through Gerson’s discussion of nat-
ural law, but also through the nascent conciliarism that arises within 
that discussion. Admittedly, the boldness and vehemence of Gerson’s 
opposition to unjust popes may seem out of line with the subtlety of 
Herbert’s metaphor of Man as “the worlds high Priest,” especially since 
Herbert gently distances himself from his speaker when the speaker 
fails to follow the biblical logic surrounding this role through to its min-
isterial consequences of shared governance of the Church.54 But Her-
bert is more than capable of extracting the grains of truth from a text 
and leaving the rest.55 So in my brief collection of the grains of Gerson’s 
conciliarism in De Vita Spirituali Animae, I identify those that have the 
greatest relevance for understanding what Herbert suggests may be the 
proper balance between human and non-human authority when it 
comes to living together in God’s world. 
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In his treatise, Gerson spends much time delineating the differences 
between divine law, natural law, civil law, as well as mortal and venial 
sin in hopes of helping readers to know whether they are in danger of 
losing their salvation during a time when two popes claimed to be le-
gitimate. Because he believes that humans share in God’s right reason, 
they have the authority and the obligation to challenge unjust rulers, 
even illegitimate or evil popes. Thus he claims, “if superiors for their 
own lust are able to throw down, to trample on, to afflict and to destroy 
their inferiors because it is not permitted to oppose their violence either 
in word or in deed, then the commonwealth, for whose benefit all 
power is established, would go badly.”56 Consequently, he contends 
that it is morally and spiritually acceptable according to divine and nat-
ural law to oppose corrupt rulers and popes if there is “an urgent and 
manifest necessity,” even in cases that affect only “individual per-
sons.”57 Gerson makes it clear that the natural right to oppose and even 
to kill an unjust Pope applies only to rational creatures: 
 

[T]here are many possible cases in which someone pretending to be the 
Pope, and having such an attitude from the Church, may be lawfully killed or 
imprisoned by a subject, or [experience] a withdrawal from the power of his 
obedience once rejected, unless perhaps someone could show that some re-
vealed constitution stands in the way, because some human constitution is 
not able to abolish this natural right; for it is founded on the title of natural 
existence communicated by God to the rational creature.58 

 
Gerson’s stipulation that the right to protest bad papal conduct stems 
from the right to self-preservation allows him to address the pastoral 
care crisis brought about by the Western Schism.59 But because of his 
focus on caring for souls, he does not state what he and others know: 
the God-given right of self-preservation applies to non-rational crea-
tures, too. 

Given Gerson’s assumption that only humans have the need and the 
natural right to resist or to remove a grossly abusive Pope, he could not 
have imagined that anyone would apply his words to non-humans, 
however figuratively and wittily. Yet “Providence” shows Herbert do-
ing just that. Throughout the poem, as I have shown, one or more non-
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humans indirectly indicate that “Man” ought to realign himself with 
divine law via natural law, and thereby experience the sweet power of 
being in harmony with God and the rest of Creation. Because Herbert 
portrays Man as “the worlds high Priest,” it is unclear whether he 
agrees with Gerson’s adage, “as the Pope is the superior of all, so he is 
the servant of all.”60 The closest Herbert comes to stating that Man is 
the servant of all occurs when the speaker avers that Man “doth present 
/ The sacrifice for all,” a proud claim that is technically true, but spirit-
ually false, as the rest of the poem proves. Still, Herbert brings his 
speaker to that point when he realizes that he “owes” the rest of Crea-
tion, and that sense of indebtedness to non-humans implies that the 
speaker must work to repay them in a way that goes beyond writing. 
Insofar as Herbert turned to Gerson for ideas on this point, it is worth 
noting that Gerson specifies that a good Pope will work for the Church 
“as their superior and guardian and preserver.”61 Should he fail in one 
or all of these areas, members of the Church may try to correct him fra-
ternally using these laws.62 If he refuses to be corrected, then members 
may report him to the Church council, which has the power and au-
thority to denounce him if he ignores their rebuke.63 Gerson contends, 
“But if he does not convene the council as lawfully required, and nev-
ertheless persists in his offenses, he may himself be regarded as truly 
obstinate, not ready to listen to the Church.”64 In such a defiantly trans-
gressive state, the Pope is vulnerable to a just and potentially fatal over-
throw. Gerson’s idea that a Church council is greater than a Pope has 
implications that he does not parse in the De Vita Spirituali Animae. But 
in “Providence,” Herbert investigates poetically some of the meta-
phoric consequences of Gerson’s bold logic, depicting the ways in 
which Man, the cosmos’ worship leader, may realign himself with God 
and neighbor, human and non-human, thereby deepening the life of his 
soul and providentially helping to preserve the lives of his fellow crea-
tures. 

To the extent that “Providence” articulates humanity’s need to hum-
ble itself relative to other creatures in order to live better with them in 
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acts of loving stewardship, the poem offers multiple ways for its audi-
ences to reconsider humanity’s place in the cosmos and especially on 
Earth. For twenty-first-century readers dealing with the effects of 
global climate change, “Providence” makes what now may seem like 
either a tired or refreshing argument: hubristic humanism needs urgent 
treatment using philosophical and theological tools. The fact that “Her-
bert the eco-warrior,” in Russell M. Hillier’s incisively witty locution, 
apparently borrowed some of these tools from Gerson and poetically 
repurposed them invites further examination (641).65 For example, does 
Gerson’s understanding of natural law and mystical theology in the De 
Vita Spirituali Animae and/or the twin treatises, De Mystica Theologia 
Speculativa and De Mystica Theologia Practica, influence other poems in 
The Temple? What may Gerson’s three treatises on mystical music say 
about Herbert’s own approach to God’s “musick,” whether in “Provi-
dence” or in other lyrics such as “Church-musick,” “Antiphon [I],” 
“Antiphon [II],” or “Heaven”? After all, “Man,” a companion poem of 
sorts to “Providence,” suggests that “Musick and light attend our head” 
(33), and so may well owe something to Gerson’s spiritually resonant 
cosmos.66 Surely a fuller understanding of how Herbert creatively 
adapts Gerson’s belief in the legal basis for mystical music would com-
plement readers’ knowledge of how The Temple “attempts visually (and 
descriptively) to evoke the harmonic structures of liturgical music” 
(Prakas 85). As technological innovation renders more of the universe 
audible, thereby recalling medieval and early modern notions of a cos-
mic harmony, Herbert’s Gersonian perspective in “Providence” will in-
vite hopefully readers to imagine other ways that The Temple draws on 
medieval and early modern scholarship in a concerted effort to im-
prove readers’ spiritual sight and hearing.67 
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NOTES 

I wish to thank the anonymous reviewers of Connotations for their helpful feed-
back, as well as Christopher Hodgkins for his insightful commentary on an earlier 
version of this essay. 

1All citations of Herbert’s poems are to Wilcox’s edition unless otherwise noted. 
2For a reading of “The Pearl. Matth. 13” that highlights Herbert’s “lovers’ quarrel 

with learning,” see Hodgkins, “‘Yet I love thee’” 23. 
3I have made a similar argument in relation to Herbert’s use of Sir Francis Bacon’s 

scientific method in “Baconian Investigation and Spiritual Standing.” 
4See Mazour-Matusevich, Le père du siècle, especially her account of Gerson’s 

reach in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England 347-59. The fact that Bishop 
Joseph Hall “possessed a thorough and vast knowledge” (355) of De Vita Spirituali 
Animae, among Gerson’s other works, and that Herbert’s close friend Nicholas Fer-
rar imitated one of Gerson’s treatises for the spiritual benefit of the community at 
Little Gidding, Cambridgeshire (359), suggests that Gerson’s growing influence in 
England extended to Herbert in ways not previously recognized. Additionally, the 
fact that Gerson’s conciliarism appealed to John Foxe in his widely published Acts 
and Monuments (see 349) implies that Herbert likely knew of Gerson’s work. The 
likelihood increases given Hodgkins’s observation that “Gerson’s complete works 
were published in Latin six times before 1502,” meaning for Hodgkins that “it is 
likely that Herbert would have had access to them during his years as both student 
and fellow at Cambridge” (“‘Gerson, a Spirituall Man’” 137n21). Although Hodg-
kins attributes this information to a page from Brian Patrick McGuire’s Jean Gerson 
and the Last Medieval Reformation, the information does not appear on that page, but 
McGuire does record on a different page from that book that Gerson’s “collected 
works” were “printed and reprinted in Cologne, Strasbourg, Nuremberg, Basel, 
and Paris” between 1483 and 1521, and published again “in Paris” in 1606, making 
Gerson’s collected works (presumably in Latin) published five times by 1521, and 
six times by 1606 (McGuire, Jean Gerson and the Last Medieval Reformation 364). No-
tably, Mazour-Matusevich claims (on the same page number cited by Hodgkins) 
that Gerson’s “complete works were published six times before 1502,” which indi-
cates both that Hodgkins confused Mazour-Matusevich’s essay in McGuire’s ed-
ited collection with McGuire’s monograph, and that McGuire and Mazour-
Matusevich disagree about how to chart the proliferation of Gerson’s work; see Ma-
zour-Matusevich, “Gerson’s Legacy” 358. Despite these discrepancies, what is not 
in doubt is that Gerson’s influence extended to members of Herbert’s professional 
and personal circles, and thus likely reached him. 

5In doing so, I hope to develop Virginia R. Mollenkott’s description of “Provi-
dence” as “Herbert’s most profound philosophic poem.” Though she cites G. H. 
Palmer as the source of this assertion, the phrasing is her own; see Mollenkott 34. 
See also G. H. Palmer’s edition, The English Poems of George Herbert 247-49. 

6Gerson’s conception of mystical music as metaphorically registering divine or-
der thus departs from Boethius’s material understanding of cosmic harmony ex-
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pressed in De institutione musica (first printed in 1491-92). For a discussion of Ger-
son’s ideas about mystical music in relation to Boethius’, see Irwin. I am grateful to 
Clarissa Chenovick for alerting me to the scholarly interest in Gerson’s mystical 
music. For a characterization of Boethius’ musica mundana in mathematical terms, 
see Ilnitchi 37. 

7My argument that Herbert’s ambivalent portrayal of “Man” as “the worlds high 
Priest” recalls Gerson’s reformist attitude toward misguided, erring, and even abu-
sive Popes articulates the dangers of priestly pride more starkly than Paul Dyck 
does when he states that the role of the “gardener priest” (274) ought not devolve 
into “a state admitting complacency or […] lordly prerogative” (274). Despite the 
different emphases we each place on the problem of pride in “Providence,” we 
agree on the importance for Herbert of humility in the exercise of a priestly voca-
tion. So while Dyck stresses that “Providence” teaches the speaker (and Herbert’s 
readers) that Man ought “not separate speaking on behalf of the creatures on the 
one hand and receiving guidance from those creatures on the other” (15), I high-
light the ways in which Herbert—whom I see as separate from but in some ways 
sympathetic to his speaker—illustrates the spiritual tempering of the sometimes 
wayward speaker, who is one expression of “the worlds high Priest.” 

8My argument thus supports Debra Rienstra’s illuminating exploration of a re-
lated issue, namely, Herbert’s view that poetry may foster therapeutic connections 
with non-human creatures. In tracing the pressures exerted by Ovid’s Metamorpho-
ses on The Temple, Rienstra finds in “Easter Wings,” for example, “a kind of Ovidian 
resolution” (159) whereby readers witness “the speaker turning into a bird in its 
very form” (159), and “the poem itself turn[ing] into a bird” (159). While Rienstra 
inspects the transformation of Herbert’s speakers into birds (or other non-human 
creatures) in a number of poems within “The Church,” I examine the ways that 
Herbert keeps the distinctions between humans and non-humans mostly clear in 
“Providence” so as to facilitate a Gersonian mystical harmony in each creature’s 
conformity to God’s will. 

9In considering the influence of older, more philosophical and theological works 
on Herbert’s verse, my argument complements that of Katherine Calloway, who 
assesses how Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of Things) shapes Herbert’s 
poetic volume The Temple. Calloway’s trenchant reading of how Herbert takes Lu-
cretian and Epicurean atomism and makes even the finest dust particle the post-
mortem vehicle of faith is exquisite. Still, when she asserts that “the speaker [of 
“Providence”] considers the potential Bacon noticed for the divine Marshal and his 
creatures to be at cross-purposes” (137), she goes further than I think Herbert does 
in that poem. To explain her position, she avers, “Herbert makes clear that he does 
not include just the unruly human will in sin’s orbit; all of creation can misbehave” 
(137). Yet my sense of Herbert’s Gersonian-inflected perspective is that non-human 
creatures do not “misbehave” per se since they cannot go against God’s will. More-
over, as Herbert knew, the Apostle Paul states that God subjected non-human cre-
ation to “vanitie” (i.e. futility) after humankind’s Fall (Rom. 8:20). Non-human mis-
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behavior implies a moral fault (even one on the part of Providence), while subjec-
tion to “vanitie” (understood as futility) does not imply moral fault, only the mys-
terious will and wisdom of God, which I think Herbert celebrates in the poem. 

10Intriguingly, Walsham cites Herbert’s The Countrey Parson as evidence of the 
“clerical hostility” (22) toward the lay tendency to place a “materialistic, almost 
animistic trust in a self-evolving universe” (23). According to her, Herbert combats 
this tendency with vivid “‘stories and sayings’” about “the judgements of God” 
(Walsham 105; quoting Herbert’s Countrey Parson in Works 233). But her exclusive 
focus on Herbert’s prose means that she misses how his poem “Providence” offers 
a memorable story of one person’s response to providence both general and special. 

11In using a historiographical account about early modern providentialism as a 
starting point for my argument about “Providence,” I primarily aim to show how 
much Herbert’s poem differs from the work of his contemporaries and to offer 
some Gersonian reasons for that difference. But I also want to illustrate the need 
for more historians to attend to literary texts when constructing their narratives. 

12See Wilcox’s note in The English Poems of George Herbert, 110n1-2. 
13The original Latin reads, “O Sapientia, quae ex ore Altissimi prodiisti, / at-

tingens a fine usque ad finem, / fortiter suaviterque disponens omnia.” I am grate-
ful to Malcolm Guite for drawing my attention to the O Antiphons. See Guite; see 
also Church of England. 

14Gerson’s Latin reads: “Lex divina praeceptoria est signum verum revelatum 
creaturae rationali quod est notilicativum rectae rationis divinae volentis teneri 
illam creaturam seu ligari ad aliquid agendum vel non agendum pro dignificatione 
ejus ad aeternam vitam consequendam et damnationem evitandam” (Œuvres com-
plètes 130). I was assisted in preparing an initial translation of Gerson’s treatise by 
https://www.onlinetranslationpro.com/latin-to-english-translation. Neverthe-
less, all English translations from Gerson’s treatise are my own unless otherwise 
specified. I would like to thank my colleague Andrei Gandila for his general coun-
sel regarding Latin translation, and linguist Heidi Scott for sharing her experiences 
as a translator. 

15Gerson writes, “jus est facultas seu potestas propinqua conveniens alicui secun-
dum dictamen rectae rationis” (Œuvres complètes 141). 

16To put these two senses of right another way, Annabel S. Brett states that objec-
tive right is “the just portion which is due between persons,” whereas subjective 
right “is something belonging to the person herself” (3). For an account of the chal-
lenges in translating the Latin words “ius” and “lex” as “right” or “law,” given that 
“ius” and “lex” were sometimes used interchangeably, see Brett xi. 

17This claim does not appear farfetched since another of Herbert’s poems, 
“Coloss. 3.3. Our life is hid with Christ in God,” diagonally demonstrates a belief in 
or at least a hope for a providential order to poetic language, which the poet dis-
plays through “a double motion” (2) of signification, both straightforward and di-
agonal. Notably, the poem that follows “Providence” is “Hope.” 

18Gerson himself is indebted to one or both of these ancient sources because he 
alludes to it or them when he writes about God’s permissive will, declaring that 
 

https://www.onlinetranslationpro.com/latin-to-english-translation
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God sometimes allows bad things to happen “most justly, bringing good from these 
evils according to His most powerful wisdom reaching strongly from end to end 
with and through the inscrutable abyss of His judgments.” He writes, “hoc justis-
sime faciat, eliciendo ex his malis bona secundum potentissimam sapitientiam 
suam attingentem a fine usque ad finem fortiter et per inscrutabilem abyssum ju-
diciorum suorum” (Gerson, Œuvres complètes 181). 

19Against scholarly consensus, Brian Tierney asserts that “Gerson’s language 
[concerning subjective right] is not new in itself” because it stems from “twelfth-
century canonistic writings” (The Idea of Natural Rights 210). However, Tierney ar-
gues that Gerson’s “originality consists in his ways of handling the earlier tradi-
tions of thought and applying them to the new problems of his own day,” especially 
the crisis in pastoral care provoked by the Western Schism (1378-417) (The Idea of 
Natural Rights 211). Furthermore, Tierney recognizes that “a convincing case can 
also be made for Gerson as an early proponent of a doctrine of individual rights” 
because of Gerson’s redefinition of ius as a faculty or power (The Idea of Natural 
Rights 210). For a discussion of scholarship making this case, as well as his rejoinder 
to it, see Tierney 210-11. 

20Multiple examples exist of Donne’s witty efforts to integrate medieval natural 
law theory into his erotic and devotional poetry. Two of the most important are 
Elegy 6, “Natures lay Ideott,” given its exploration of dominium through the figura-
tion of the beloved as formerly virgin territory “severd” from “the Worlds com-
mon” (21), and Holy Sonnet 14 in the Westmoreland Sequence, “Why ame I by all 
Creatures wayted on?” (17) given its meditation on the rationale for the puzzling 
difference between human and non-human nature. Fascinatingly, in the Revised 
Sequence, this sonnet notably appears eighth, with another title, “Why are wee by 
all Creatures waited on?” (24) If Herbert had one of Donne’s natural-law oriented 
poems in mind when he wrote “Providence,” Holy Sonnet 14 seems the most prob-
able candidate since in that poem, as in Herbert’s, non-human nature initially gets 
contrasted with the speaker as the stand-in for Man. 

21Gerson writes, “Lex divina praeceptoria est signum verum revelatum creaturae 
rationali quod est notificativum rectae rationis divinae volentis teneri illam crea-
turam seu ligari ad aliquid agendum vel non agendum pro dignificatione ejus ad 
aeternam vitam consequendam et damnationem evitandam” (Œuvres complètes 
130). The fact that Gerson focuses on preceptive divine law, thereby spending less 
time on permissive divine law, is not surprising since his priority is to help readers 
identify mortal sins so as not to lose their salvation during a time of conflicting 
pastoral care, when two popes vied for dominance. Not surprisingly, the tendency 
of natural law theorists to focus on preceptive (and prohibitive) divine law to the 
detriment of permissive divine law gets replicated in modern scholarship, with the 
notable exception of the work of Tierney in Liberty & Law. 

22For a brief survey of the medieval debate on the relation between God’s will 
and right reason, though one with some questionable development, see Idziak. For 
an investigation of how the medieval scholarly interest in the relation between 
God’s will and reason influenced discussions of human ethics, see Williams; see 
also Hoffman. 
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23For a brief summary of this intellectual history, see Idziak. 
24See Idziak’s section on d’Ailly. 
25Gerson writes, “harmonia vitae spiritualis quae est charitas” (Œuvres complètes 

184). 
26Gerson writes, “principalem harmoniam in qua consistit vera animae vita quae 

Deus est” (Œuvres complètes 185). 
27Gerson writes, “nihil fit absque Deo causante et nihil est verum absque prima 

veritate, nam omnis sapientia a Domino Deo est” (Œuvres complètes 133). 
28Gerson writes, “in praxibus moralibus recta ratio non est prior voluntate,” be-

cause “neutrum esse prius altero in Deo” (Œuvres complètes 141). This moment, per-
haps more than any other, makes it clear that Gerson agrees with d’Ailly, his 
teacher and mentor, and the dedicatee to De Vita Spirituali Animae, in equalizing the 
divine will and right reason, a position to which Herbert’s poem shows him ame-
nable, for that balance supports another between God’s power and love. 

29For Herbert to suggest that non-humans operate within the sphere of God’s 
permission is highly innovative. Tierney explains why: “From the beginning [of the 
Christian Church] the idea of divine permission was associated with the idea of 
human free choice” (Liberty & Law 8). 

30Gerson writes, “Recta ratio et dictamen suum est primo originaliter et essentia-
liter in Deo” (Œuvres complètes 141). Brett helpfully observes that when Gerson ar-
gues that “‘right reason and its dictate is firstly originally and essentially in God’, 
but ‘participatively’ in rational creatures alone” [Œuvres complètes 141], his “lan-
guage is very close to that of Thomas Aquinas in his treatise on the laws, where the 
participation of rational creatures in the eternal law is the natural law” (Brett 82-
83). 

31Gerson writes, “omne ens positivum quantum habet de entitate et ex conse-
quenti de bonitate, tantumdem habet de jure […] In hunc modum coelum jus habet 
ad influendum, sol ad illuminandum, ignis ad calefaciendum, hirundo ad nidifi-
candum, immo et quaelibet creatura in omni eo quod bene agere naturali potest 
facultate” (Œuvres complètes 142). 

32Irwin notices how Gerson equivocates on whether non-rational creatures have 
liberty—the freedom that falls under permissive natural law—when she examines 
his work on the mystical music of the cosmos: “Gerson’s medieval mind made use 
of scholastic subtleties concerning mediated grace to discover freedom and under-
standing where they seemed not to exist. Although in his previous distinctions [in 
De Canticordo, part of Tractatus de Canticis, 1423-1426] he labelled the song of ani-
mals as unfree, he now finds it possible to say that animals participate in the free-
dom of the first principle: ‘We shall see that there is scarcely any operation in the 
universe, however natural it is held to be, which is not related to the first principle 
and is free inasmuch as it is freely produced by it. And thus any operation is praise-
worthy and to be highly praised’” (Irwin 197); see also Gerson, De Canticordo, col. 
649. 
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33Gerson writes, “omnia principia juris naturalis esse de lege divina proprie dicta, 
licet diversa ratione” (Œuvres complètes 136). 

34Gerson puts the matter in scriptural terms certainly acceptable to Herbert: 
“there is no power except from God, says the Apostle [Paul],” and God is the “Leg-
islator.” Gerson writes, “non est potestas nisi a Deo, dicente Apostolo”; Gerson re-
fers to “legislator Deus” and “legislator noster Christus” (Œuvres complètes 145, 193, 
170). 

35For example, Benet finds “the Christian’s generalization in the second stanza 
[…] surprising,” but not a sign of moral decay (159). Benet speculates that the 
speaker is perhaps guilty of “[p]rojection” when he “assum[es] that nonrational 
creatures are frustrated singers and musicians” (160), but she rejects this specula-
tion, declaring “From the beginning […] he has seen the citizens of the natural 
world as willing praisers through service” (160). I cannot agree with this reading 
since I see Herbert humbling his speaker. 

36The passage is worth considering in context because of how the psalmist David 
spotlights man’s magnificence: “When I consider thy heauens, the worke of thy 
fingers, the moone and the starres which thou hast ordained; What is man, that 
thou art mindfull of him? and the sonne of man, that thou visitest him? For thou 
hast made him a little lower then the Angels; and hast crowned him with glory and 
honour. Thou madest him to haue dominion ouer the works of thy hands; though 
hast put all things vnder his feete. All sheepe and oxen, yea and the beasts of the 
field. The foule of the aire, and the fish of the sea, and whatsoeuer passeth through 
the paths of the seas” (Ps. 8:3-8). Herbert’s poem shares this anthropocentrism 
while destabilizing it with the imaginative use of Gersonian ideas. 

37See Herbert, “The Flower” 567-69. 
38See the OED “secretary” n. 1.-3.; see also Wilcox’s note 421n8. 
39Achsah Guibbory deploys this memorable locution to characterize the speaker 

of “The British Church,” but her phrase applies at this early moment of “Provi-
dence.” 

40One other scriptural example worth identifying is Ps. 19, since King David, the 
psalmist, illustrates non-humans’ abilities to serve God as eloquent secretaries: 
“The heauens declare the glory of God: and the firmament sheweth his handy 
worke. Day vnto day vttereth speach, and night vnto night sheweth knowledge. 
There is no speach nor language, where their voice is not heard. Their line is gone 
out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world” (Ps. 19:1-4). 

41The complete verse reads, “Seeing then that wee haue a great high Priest, that 
is passed into the heauens, Iesus the Sonne of God, let vs hold fast our profession” 
(Heb. 4:14). 

42See Mazour-Matusevich, Le père du siècle 348-49; see also Tierney, The Idea of 
Natural Rights 207. 

43Notably, the first recorded instance of the pejorative use of the figurative verb 
“harp” occurred in the early sixteenth century, so Herbert could have had this sense 
in mind when composing “Providence.” See the OED “harp” v. 
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44I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for drawing my attention to the word 
“fellows.” According to the OED, “fellow” n. most often refers to one seen as a 
“partner, colleague, collaborator,” even an “ally” (I.1.a); the word “fellow” may 
also refer to “a companion, an associate, a comrade” (I.2.a), or even a “counterpart” 
(I.5). Additionally, the word “fellow” was “Used as a friendly or polite form of ad-
dress to a person of lower social status, esp. a servant” (I.6.a). Although in the four-
teenth century this latter usage “impl[ied] polite condescension, as if to a compan-
ion, friend, or equal,” the word gradually lost that “implied haughtiness or con-
tempt,” and eventually became obsolete shortly after Shakespeare’s lifetime (the 
last sample quotation under this sense, from Shakespeare’s Richard III, is dated to 
1616). My point here is that the speaker’s usage of “fellows” shows some humility, 
enough to allow him to build on the subtle personification embedded in that word 
in the remainder of the poem. 

45Gerson writes: “In eodem actu concurrere possunt multiplices rectitudines 
atque bonitates: una naturae, alia moris de genere, altera gratiae, altera gloriae; et 
hoc est secundum diversas habitudines considerandi eumdem actum conformari 
multipliciter divinae legi seu bonitati; non quod in Deo sit aliqua diversitas in suis 
legibus quae dicatur realis vel formalis, sed quod ipsam eamdem legem divinam 
concipimus diversimode et consideramus secundum habitudines distinctas realiter 
ad creaturas; quae habitudines non sunt ipse Deus solus sed ipse et creaturae sic 
relatae et consideratae, a quibus distincti conceptus ab intellectu formantur et abs-
trahuntur per potentiam longe fortiorem quam sit aestimativa ovis quae ex specie-
bus lupi sensatis elicit inimicitiam non sensatam” (Œuvres complètes 125). 

46Gerson periodically employs the metaphor of light when discussing God’s law; 
for instance, he refers to “the notification of the rational creature through the im-
mediate irradiation of its divine light” when explaining how humans gain 
knowledge of divine and natural law via right reason. Gerson’s Latin reads, “noti-
ficatio creaturae rationali per immediatam divinae lucis suae irradiationem” (Œuv-
res complètes 136). 

47Citing A. S. Pease, Wilcox notes that “the praise of the nut was an ancient (Soph-
ist) paradoxical trope” (426n126). 

48Puzzingly, Mollenkott does not cite Herbert’s description of the Indian nut as 
an example of the theme of “the One in the Many and the Many in the One,” but it 
strikes me that his lines on the coconut beautifully exemplify this theme. 

49I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for reminding me of the importance of 
the Book of Nature for Herbert. For a fuller consideration of this widespread early 
modern topos, see Todd. 

50Because I hear an aural pun on “owes,” I cannot agree with Wilcox, who glosses 
that word’s meaning as “Owns” (427n144). There is a great spiritual difference be-
tween asserting dominium—masterful ownership—over non-human nature and re-
alizing humanity’s indebtedness to non-human nature. 

51For a survey of Gerson’s conciliarist legacy in the decades after Gerson died, 
see Mazour-Matusevich, Le père du siècle 348-49; see also McGuire, Jean Gerson and 
the Last Medieval Reformation 329-33. 
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52Such a poetic move is not so far-fetched given Herbert’s use of the beast fable 
in “Humilitie” to accomplish a similar moral end, though with radically different 
results. 

53For this reason, I cannot agree with Todd’s assertion that “Herbert’s attitude 
toward the doctrine of divine Providence […] is entirely conventional” (84). Simi-
larly, I must disagree with Rienstra, who shares Todd’s view when she claims that, 
in “Providence,” Herbert “echoes Psalm 104’s catalog of creation, praising at length 
and in conventional terms the diversity, purposefulness, and orderliness of a world 
in which even poisons and thorns have their place. Also conventional is the sense 
of human exceptionalism, specifically because of the human capacity for language” 
(148). As I have shown, Herbert’s signature attitude of buoyant joy toward Provi-
dence depends on Gerson’s expansive redefinition of subjective right in relation to 
objective right (giving Herbert’s speaker the right to write well of Providence both 
general and special). That buoyantly joyous attitude gets a further lift from Her-
bert’s surprising declaration that natural law is founded on God’s love as well as 
His power, a marked change from the expected medieval terms of God’s right rea-
son and will. As a result of these philosophical and theological innovations, Her-
bert’s bold personification of non-human creatures so as to give them near moral 
import deserves credit as unconventional, even innovative. 

54As I have argued above, in the moment when Herbert’s speaker avers that 
“Man is the worlds high Priest,” he is not prepared to accept that he must make 
room for other creatures, however few, to join him in his priestly role. Attending to 
the adjective “high” and yet not considering the implied comparative adjective 
“low” (or its rough equivalent) does not make sense to me. 

55In light of Hodgkins’ connection between Herbert and Gerson when it comes 
to their dietary ethics, I cannot help but recall Herbert’s famous phrase in “The 
Church-porch,” “a good digestion turns all to health” (358). My point is that Her-
bert surely digested Gerson’s conciliarism when apparently drawing on it meta-
phorically in “Providence.” 

56Gerson writes, “si superiores pro sua libidine possent inferiores dejicere, con-
culcare, affligere et perdere et quod eorum violentiae se opponere neque facto 
neque verbo liceret, male irent respublicae pro quarum utilitate potestas omnis sta-
tuta est” (Œuvres complètes 151-52). 

57Gerson observes that it would go bad even for “personis singularibus” (Œuvres 
complètes 152) if their superiors were to inflict violence on them which they could 
not repel. Still, in an effort to preserve order, he advocates forceful resistance only 
when “urgente manifesta necessitate” (Œuvres complètes 153). 

58The full passage reads, “Qua in re statim apparet multos casus esse possibiles 
in quibus aliquis gerens se pro papa et pro tali habitus ab Ecclesia, poterit a subdito 
licite vel occidi vel incarcerari, vel per modum quemdam appellationis ab eo vel 
subtractionis a potestate suae obedientiae declinari, nisi forte quis ostenderet cons-
titutionem aliquam revelatam obstare, quia humana constitutio jus hoc naturale 
tollere non potuit; fundatur enim in titulo naturalis existentiae communicatae a Deo 
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ipsi creaturae rationali, ad quem titulum consequitur jus defendendi se e noxia re-
pellendi, hoc est vim vi repellendi modo prius exposito” (Œuvres complètes 152). 

59For an account of Gerson’s conciliarist thinking in his later works, see Tierney, 
The Idea of Natural Rights, 207-35; see also Oakley. 

60Gerson writes, “sicut papa superior est omnium, ita omnium est servus” 
(Œuvres complètes 153). 

61Gerson states that the natural right of the Pope requires that the Church honor 
and help him as their “superior et tutor atque conservator” (Œuvres complètes 154). 

62Gerson writes, “Propterea si peccet, corripi potest jure divino et naturali frater-
naliter” (Œuvres complètes 155). 

63Gerson writes, “si nolit corrigi, potest tandem denuntiari Ecclesiae” (Œuvres 
complètes 155). 

64Gerson writes, “Quod si requisitus legitime nolit concilium celebrare et nihilo-
minus perseveret in delictis, potest ipse haberi tamquam vere pertinax, non paratus 
audire Ecclesiam” (Œuvres complètes 155). 

65Hillier insightfully ties “Providence” to “[Richard] Hooker’s understanding of 
the law of nature within Creation and his stated principle that ‘obedience of crea-
tures unto the law of nature is the stay of the whole world (I.3.2)’” (640), a helpful 
argument with which I agree. My contribution to historicizing Herbert’s natural 
law thinking is to show how Gerson’s arguments about the relation between objec-
tive and subjective right, as well as mystical music and conciliarism, surely exert a 
powerful influence on Herbert, one perhaps as strong than that of Hooker. 

66Gerson’s declaration in De Canticorum Originali Ratione (part of Tractatus de Can-
ticis) that “metaphysical reason concludes that this whole universe is properly spo-
ken of as a monochord of divine wisdom” (Irwin 190, citing De Canticorum Originali 
Ratione, col. 631) would likely have appealed to Herbert. 

67For two memorable examples of recent efforts to hear the universe’s music, see 
“Black Hole at the Center of Galaxy M87” and “Galactic Center Sonification.” 
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