Thomas Traherne: The share passages in order.

The first seven are read during the paper.

Philip Harvey

Source: Thomas Traherne. Poems, Centuries, and Three Thanksgivings. Edited by Anne Ridler. Oxford University Press, 1966 

A LIFE

On Obscurity:

Why is this soe long detained in a dark Manuscript, that if printed would be a Light to the World, and a universal Blessing?

[Quote on the front page of one of his lost manuscripts]

Once I remember (I think I was about 4 years old, when) I thus reasoned with my self – sitting in a little Obscure Room in my Fathers poor House. If there be a God, certainly He must be infinit in Goodness. And that I was prompted to, by a real Whispering Instinct of Nature. And if He be infinit in Goodness, and a Perfect Being in Wisdom and Love, certainly He must do most Glorious Things: and giv us infinit Riches; how comes it to pass therfore that I am so poor? of so Scanty and Narrow a fortune, enjoying few and Obscure Comforts? I thought I could not believ Him a GOD to me, unless all his Power were Employd to Glorify me. I knew not then my Soul, or Body: nor did I think of the Heavens and the Earth, the Rivers and the Stars, the Sun or the Seas: all those were lost, and Absent from me. But when I found them made of Nothing for me, then I had a GOD indeed, whom I could Prais, and rejoice in.
[Centuries of Meditations III 36]

On University:

Having been at the University, and received there the Taste and Tincture of another Education, I saw that there were Things in this World of which I never Dreamed, Glorious Secrets, and Glorious Persons past Imagination. There I saw that Logick, Ethicks, Physicks, Metaphysicks, Geometry, Astronomy, Poesie, Medicine, Grammar, Musick, Rhetorick, all kind of Arts Trades and Mechanicismes that Adorned the World pertained to felicity. At least there I saw those Things, which afterwards I knew to pertain unto it; And was Delighted in it. There I saw into the Nature of the Sea, the Heavens, the Sun, the Moon and Stars, the Elements, Minerals and Vegetables. All which appeared like the Kings Daughter, All Glorious within, and those Things which my Nurses and Parents should have talkt of, there were taught unto Me.
[Centuries of Meditations III 36]

On What Is Missing at University:

Nevertheless som things were Defectiv too. There was never a Tutor that did professely Teach Felicity : tho that be the Mistress of all other Sciences. Nor did any of us Study these things but as Aliena [i.e. as foreign, outside the normal coursework], which we ought to hav Studied as our own Enjoyments. We Studied to inform our Knowledg, but knew not for what End we so Studied. And for lack of aiming at a Certain End, we erred in the Manner. How beit there we received all those Seeds of Knowledg that were afterwards improved; and our Souls were Awakened to a Discerning of their faculties, and Exercise of their Powers.
[Centuries of Meditations III 37]
On Finding Felicity:

When I came into the Country, and saw that I had all time in my own hands, having devoted it wholy to the Study of Felicitie, I knew not where to begin or End; nor what Objects to chuse, upon which most profitably I might fix my Contemplation. I saw my self like som Traveller, that had Destined his Life to journeys, and was resolvd to spend his Days in visiting Strange Places: who might wander in vain, unless his Undertakings were guided by som certain Rule; and that innumerable Millions of Objects were presented before me, unto any of which I might take my journey – fain I would have visited them all, but that was impossible. What then should I do? Even imitat a Traveller, who because He cannot visit all Coasts, Wildernesses, Sandy Deserts, Seas, Hills, Springs, and Mountains, chuseth the most Populous and flourishing Cities, where he might see the fairest Propects, Wonders, and Rarities, and be entertained with greatest Courtesie: and where indeed he might most Benefit Himself with Knowledg, Profit and Delight: leaving the rest, even the naked and Empty Places unseen. For which caus I made it my Prayer to GOD Almighty, that He, whose Eys are open upon all Things, could guid me to the fairest and Divinest. 
[Centuries of Meditations III 52]
On Enjoyment of the World:
Till your Spirit filleth the whole World, and the Stars are your Jewels, till you are as Familiar with the Ways of God in all Ages as with your Walk and Table: till you are intimately Acquainted with that Shady Nothing out of which the World was made: till you lov Men so as to Desire their Happiness, with a Thirst equal to the zeal of your own: till you Delight in GOD for being Good to all: you never Enjoy the World. Till you more feel it then your Privat Estate, and are more present in the Hemisphere, Considering the Glories and the Beauties there, then in your own Hous. Till you remember how lately you were made, and how wonderful it was when you came into it: and more rejoice in the Palace of your Glory, then if it had been made but to Day Morning. 

[Centuries of Meditations I 30]
On Enjoyment:

You never Enjoy the World aright, till the Sea it self floweth in your Veins, till you are clothed with the Heavens, and Crowned with the Stars: and perceive your self to be the Sole Heir of the whole World: and more then so, because Men are in it who are evry one Sole Heirs, as well as you. Till you can Sing and rejoice and Delight in GOD, as Misers do in Gold, and Kings in Scepters, you never Enjoy the World. [Centuries of Meditations I 29]

A RESTORATION

On Reviving Learning:

He thought it a Vain Thing to see Glorious Principles lie Buried in Books, unless he did remove them into his Understanding; and a vain thing to remov them unless he did revive them, and rais them up by continual exercise. Let this therefore be the first Principle of your soul. That to hav no Principles, or to liv beside them, is equally Miserable. And that Philosophers are not those that Speak, but Do great Things.
[Centuries of Meditations I 2]

On Felicity (I):

The best of all Possible Ends is the Glory of GOD, but Happiness was that I thirsted after. And yet I did not erre – for the Glory of God is to make us Happy. Which can never be don but by giving us most Excellent Natures and Satisfying those Natures: by Creating all Treasures of infinit Valu, and giving them to us in an infinit maner, to wit both in the Best that to Omnipotence was possible. This led me to Enquire, Whither All Things were Excellent and of Perfect Valu, and whither they were mine in Propriety? 
[Centuries of Meditations III 39]
On Felicity (II):

And what Rule do you think I walked by? Truly a Strange one, but the Best in the Whole World. I was Guided by an Implicit Faith in Gods Goodness: and therfore led to the Study of the most Obvious and Common Things. For thus I thought within my self: GOD being, as we generally believ, infinit in Goodness, it is most Consonant and Agreeable with His Nature, that the Best Things should be most Common – for nothing is more Naturall to infinit Goodness, then to make the Best Things most frequent; and only Things Worthless, Scarce. Then I began to Enquire what Things were most Common: Air, Light, Heaven and Earth, Water, the Sun, Trees, Men and Women, Cities Temples &c. These I found Common and Obvious to all: Rubies Pearls Diamonds Gold and Silver, these I found scarce, and to the most Denied. Then began I to consider and compare the value of them, which I measured by their Serviceableness, and by the Excellencies which would be found in them, should they be taken away. And in Conclusion I saw clearly, that there was a Real Valuableness in all the Common things; in the Scarce, a feigned. [Centuries of Meditations III 39]

SOME PASSAGES FOR CONVERSATION

On Thought:

As nothing is more easy than to think, so nothing is more difficult than to think well. 
[Centuries of Meditations’ I 8]
On Love:
Lov is the true Means by which the world is Enjoyed. Our Lov to others, and Others Lov to us. We ought therefore abov all Things to get acquainted with the Nature of Lov, for Lov is the Root and Foundation of Nature : Lov is the Soul of Life, and Crown of Rewards. If we cannot be satisfied in the Nature of Lov we can never be satisfied at all. The very End for which GOD made the World was that He might Manifest His Lov. Unless therefore we can be satisfied with his Lov so manifested we can never be satisfied. There are many Glorious Excellencies in the Material World, but without Lov they are all Abortiv [i.e. imperfect] We might spend Ages in Contemplating the Nature of the Sun, and entertain our selvs many years with the Beauty of the Stars, and services of the Sea: but the Soul of Man is above all these, it comprehendeth all Ages in a Moment; and unless it perceive something more Excellent, is very Desolat. All Worlds being but a Silent wilderness, without som living Thing, more Sweet and Blessed after which it Aspireth. Lov in the fountain, and Lov in the End is the Glory of the World, and the Soul of Joy. Which it infinitly preferreth abov all Worlds, and delighteth in, and loveth to Contemplat, more then all Visible Beings that are Possible. So that you must be sure to see Causes, wherefore infinitly to be Delighted with the Lov of GOD, if ever you would be Happy.    
[Centuries of Meditations II 62]

On Childhood and Eternity:

The Corn was Orient and Immortal Wheat, which never should be reaped, nor was ever sown. I thought it had stood from Everlasting to Everlasting. The Dust and Stones of the Street were as Precious as GOLD. The Gates were at first the End of the World, The Green Trees when I saw them first through one of the Gates Transported and Ravished me; their Sweetnes and unusual Beauty made my Heart to leap, and almost mad with Extasie, they were such strange and Wonderfull Things: The Men! O what Venerable and Reverend Creatures did the Aged seem! Immortal Cherubims! And yong Men Glittering and Sparkling, Angels and Maids strange Seraphick Pieces of Life and Beauty! Boys and Girles Tumbling in the Street and Playing, were moving Jewels. I knew not that they were Born or should Die. But all things abided Eternaly as they were in their Proper Places. Eternity was Manifest in the Light of the Day, and som thing infinit Behind evry thing appeared: which talked with my Expectation, and moved my Desire. The Citie seemed to stand in Eden, or to be Built in Heaven. The Streets were mine, the Temple was mine, the People were mine, their Clothes and Gold and Silver was mine, as much as their Sparkling Eys fair Skins and ruddy faces. The Skies were mine, and so were the Sun and Moon and Stars, and all the World was mine, and I the only Spectator and Enjoyer of it. I knew no Churlish Proprieties, nor Bounds nor Divisions: but all Proprieties and Divisions were mine: all Treasures and Possessors of them. So that with much adoe I was corrupted; and made to learn the Dirty Devices of this World. Which now I unlearn, and becom as it were a little Child again, that I may enter into the Kingdom of GOD.    
[Centuries of Meditations III 3]

On Parenting:

By this let Nurses, and those Parents that desire Holy Children learn to make them Possessors of Heaven and Earth betimes - to remove silly Objects from before them, to Magnify nothing but what is Great indeed, and to talk of God to them and of His Works and Ways before they can either Speak or go. For Nothing is so Easy as to teach the Truth because the Nature of the Thing confirms the Doctrine. As when we say The Sun is Glorious, A Man is a Beautifull Creature, Soveraign over Beasts and Fowls and Fishes, The Stars Minister unto us, The World was made for you, &c. But to say This Hous is yours, and these Lands are another Mans and this Bauble is a Jewel and this Gugaw a fine Thing, this Rattle makes Musick &c is deadly Barbarous and uncouth to a little Child; and makes him suspect all you say, because the Nature of the Thing contradicts your Words. Yet doth that Blot out all Noble and Divine Ideas, Dissettle his foundation, render him uncertain in all Things, and divide him from GOD. To teach him those Objects are little vanities, and that tho GOD made them, by the Ministery of Man, yet Better and more Glorious Things are more to be Esteemed, is Natural and Easy.
[Centuries of Meditations III 11]
On Self-Love and Gratitude:

It is very observable by what small Principles infusing them in the Beginning GOD attaineth infinit Ends. By infusing the Principle of Self lov he hath made a Creature Capaable of Enjoying all Worlds: to whom, did he not lov him self, nothing could be given. By infusing Gratefull Principles, and inclinations to Thanksgiving He hath made that Creature Capable of more then all Worlds, yea of more then Enjoying the Deitie in a simple Way: tho we should suppose it to be infinit. For to Enjoy God as the fountain of infinit treasures, and as the Giver of all, is infinit Pleasure: But He by his Wisdom infusing Gratefull Principles, hath made us upon the very Account of Self Lov to lov him more then our selvs. And us, who without Self Lov could not be pleased at all, even as we lov our selvs he hath so infinitely pleased, that we are able to rejoice in him and to lov him more than our selvs. And by loving him more then our selvs, in very Gratitud and Honor, to take more Pleasure in his Felicity then in our own, By which way we best Enjoy Him. To see his Wisdom Goodness and Power Employed in Creating all Worlds for our Enjoyment, and infinitly Magnified in Beautifying them for us, and Governing them for us; satisfies our self lov; but withal it so obligeth us, that in Lov to Him, which it createth in us, it maketh us more to Delight in those Attributs as they are his, then as they are our own. And the truth is, without this we could not fully Delight in them – for the most Excellent and Glorious Effect of all had been unatchieved. But now there is an infinit Union between Him and us, He being infinitly Delightfull to us and we to Him. For he infinitly Delighteth to see Creatures Act upon such Illustrious and Eternal Principles, in a maner so Divine Heroick, and most truly Blessed – and we delight in seeing Him giving us the Power. 

[Centuries of Meditations IV 49]

