George Herbert – Faith as affliction.

I read, and sigh, and wish I were a tree:

For sure then I should grow

To fruit or shade: at least some bird would trust 
Her household to me, and I should be just.

He reads and sighs, wishing to be ‘just’, that is, 'justified' – a bold appropriation of theological resonances. [58]
‘Perseverance’ and ‘justification’ are not only theological technicalities, but technicalities of great contemporary moment for Herbert. Perseverance is the gift that manifests predestination to eternal life in Reformed theology, and it is intimately connected with that assurance of salvation that was so fiercely debated between orthodox Calvinists and others in the seventeenth-century Church of England; justice and justification are … the key concepts of the entire Reformation era. [58] 
And what Herbert does here is to drop these terms almost casually, it seems, into a quite untechnical context, with the result that their theological sense is ‘made strange’. The terms adopted for technical use are bedded in ordinary colloquialism. [58]
Herbert cannot persevere. Of course he can’t, the Calvinist might say: perseverance is a matter of pure grace, being held by God’s predestinating will. But isn’t that actually what Herbert is saving? He is unable to desert God, and that ought to be a sign of assurance. Only it does not ‘assure’ in the usual sense, but intensifies frustration; what is the strict Calvinist to make of this? Has the gift been given or not? Herbert subverts the scheme in which the question can be asked, partly by intimating that perseverance is an empty word if you have no sense or conception of a task to be persevered in: nothing will tell him what God now wants of him, and there are no external marks of fruitfulness such as would confirm the assurance of an orthodox Reformed believer. [59]

There is no ‘biography’ of faith to be written, only the ‘Now I am here’ of motionless frustration and doubt; no unfolding of a perseverance marked by the gradual appearance of good effects. As a … critic of Herbert observes, he is pervasively suspicious of charting any process of growth.  The effect is to put perseverance as a theological motif in a very odd light: what can it mean but the impossibility of falling out of God’s hands? But how is that impossibility experienced (even when acknowledged) except as an immobilising, even imprisoning dependence, where there are no tokens of assurance in the move​ment of a life towards fruitfulness?  [59]

But perseverance is a word that carries overtones of the will to carry something to completion, and sits uncomfortably with Herbert’s picture of the bare duration of his own immobility. [59]

We are left in the awkward position of being able to draw no theological conclusion about ‘perseverance’ from Herbert’s experience: the theology of perseverance as a gift does not answer the question of whether his state, ‘Now I am here’, is or is not a state of grace. [59]
Being ‘just’ in the terms of the classical Christian moral and metaphysical scheme with which Herbert was familiar had to do with the kind of relationship with other things in the universe in which their needs are appropriately met by the subject’s activity. What does 'justice' mean if divorced from this? [60]
Yet such a divorce is what a strict Reformed theology seems to require. To become ‘just’ (to be justified) is to acquire a status, not a role; it is to be regarded by God in a certain way — i.e. it is a ‘passive’ matter as far as we are concerned. [60]

Herbert invokes a classical Catholic sense of ‘justice’, and declares its absence in his experience; the Reformed sense of the word is thus presented as a matter not to be experienced — like perseverance in fact. Experientially, Herbert is not ‘just’; yet he is in God’s hands, taken away by grace from his own ‘wayes’, and what is justification but this? [60]
The tension of the poem arises precisely from his acceptance of a strongly Calvinist sense of ‘perseverance’ and ‘justice’, a sense that is sharply at odds with traditional or habitual usage; with ‘perseverance’, he even goes rather further, pressing on the Calvinist linkage of perseverance with assurance as if to ask whether this link really makes sense. But in both cases, the overall issue is a subtly indicated schism between theology and certain sorts of experience: what ‘perseverance’ and ‘justice’ mean for the Reformed believer cannot be spelled out in the description of states of mind or habits of life. [61]
Hooker’s description of the state of mind of the person without tangible or experiential assurance is worth quoting at length:

[We become convinced] that we are clean cross out of God’s book, that he regards us not, that he looketh upon others, but passeth by us like a stranger to whom we are not known. Then we think, looking upon others, and comparing them with ourselves, Their tables are furnished day by day; earth and ashes are our bread: they sing to the lute, and they see their children dance before them; our hearts are heavy in our bodies as lead, our sighs beat as thick as a swift pulse, our tears do wash the beds wherein we lie: the sun shineth fair upon their foreheads-, we are hanged up like bottles in the smoke, cast into corners like the shards of a broken pot: tell us not of the promises of God’s favour, tell such as do reap the fruit of them; they belong not to us, they are made to others. [62]
Hooker’s response … is to point out that a ‘perfect’, fully conscious faith might delude us into thinking that faith as a human virtue saved us.  [62]
We must, then, learn to be ‘fruitful in weakness though weak in faith’ – a paradox very close to Herbert’s, as is the account of the godly as those whose ‘faith, when it is at the strongest, is but weak; yet even then when it is at the weakest, so strong, that utterly it never faileth’. [62]
The poem … present[s] us with the image of a faith, a perseverance and a righteousness that do not touch the poet’s sense of self: the initial sweetness of a felt enjoyment of God’s grace has disappeared, and no fruitful virtues have been born. [63]
Ah my deare God! Though I am clean forgot, 
Let me not love thee, if I love thee not.

God forbid that I should see myself as a lover of God if I do not actually love God – although such love involves my forgetting myself.  [64]
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