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To what extent does Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions conform either to the notion that disease is ‘the wil of God rightfully punishing wicked menne’ (Thomas Phaire, The Regiment of Life (1533)) or that ‘affliction is a treasure’ by which we are ‘made fit for God’ (Meditation XVII)? 

Devotions upon Emergent Occasions is a 17th century piece of devotional writing, written as the author John Donne, experienced sickness in the form of possibly the plague or typhus. The piece serves as a spiritual contemplation of encountering illness in the context of his religious faith as a Roman Catholic, while using his skills a metaphysical writer and romantic poet.[footnoteRef:1] Predominantly Roman Catholic countries relied on physicians, surgeons, apothecaries and dispensers of homemade remedies for relief from sickness in addition to divine aetiology of the saints.[footnoteRef:2] It was a common belief that sickness resulted from an imbalance of the four humours that make up our soul relating to the four elements of the Earth that live within us.[footnoteRef:3] Or alternatively, a decadence of the vital spirit through overindulgence of things classed as unnatural like: excessive appetite, emotion, rest, or sexual desires.[footnoteRef:4] This notion could have been influenced by the earlier works of St Augustine in his Doctrine of Original Sin, which stated all humans are born with a longing for earthly materials, otherwise referred to as concupiscence. This concupiscence was inherited from Adam and Eve as we are all their descendants, and since humanity is born from sexual intercourse, which categorises as an earthly pleasure, that sense of longing is most definitely within our beings. The sense of longing is what drives individuals to sin, although according to Augustine, we are predestined to do so.[footnoteRef:5] The overarching belief was that sickness came from the soul of the human being it was corrupting. [1:  R. B. Gunderman & B. P. Brown, Affliction Is a Treasure, and Scarce Any Man Hath Enough of It, 2008, p. 5. Available at: <https://alphaomegaalpha.org/pharos/PDFs/2008/2/Gunderman-Brown.pdf> [Accessed 17 May 2021] ]  [2:  T. Phaire, The Regiment of Life, whereunto is added a treatise of the Pestilence (London: I. Kyngston and H. Sutton, 1553), transcribed and intr. Neale, A.V. and Wallis, H.R.E. (London: British Paediatric Association, 1993), p. 165-186]  [3:  P. H. Kocher, Science and Religion in Elizabethan England (New York: Octagon, 1969; first published Henry E. Huntingdon Library & Art Gallery, 1953), p. 227.]  [4:  A. Paré, The Works of that famous chirurgeon Ambrose Parey, trans. Johnson, T. (London: Printed by Mary Clark for John Clark, 1678), Bk XXII ‘Of the Plague’, p.492-497]  [5:  A. Nye, Socrates and Diotima: Sexuality, Religion, and the Nature of Divinity (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p. 116–30] 

It was Donne’s belief that ‘affliction is a treasure’ as it makes us ‘fit for God’, this notion would have been linked to his faith as a Roman Catholic or he may have been influenced by the works of Thomas Aquinas.[footnoteRef:6] Aquinas’ theory of Natural Law stated that  God’s eternal law or rationality could be accessed through humans and that was why they chose to live their lives with the purpose of re-establishing their relationship with God.[footnoteRef:7] Throughout Devotions, Donne documents his thought process on the opportunity for salvation provided by the sickness he is enduring. The experience of sickness is by Donne’s definition, an opportunity for the soul to be ‘matured and ripened’, creating a bettered being that would be ‘fit for God’ when reunited after death.[footnoteRef:8] There is a potential to establish a deeper and more interconnected relationship with God that may have been strayed from; as Donne’s admittance of his own sins in devotion fifteen specifies a ‘wilful abstaining from thy congregations’ would suggest.[footnoteRef:9] The view of ‘affliction is a treasure’ can not only be applied to Donne’s own sickness encouraging self-reflection, but his encountering of the bells that signify the sickness or death of another. If the ‘consideration of another’s danger’ draws people into contemplation over their own mortality or whether they are living their lives in accordance with God, then sickness truly is a treasure that reaches all and makes them ‘fit for God’.[footnoteRef:10] This classification of sickness as a ‘treasure’ can only be recognised by the individual experiencing it if they understand that in suffering, they are unlocking their opportunity for enlightenment. Even if the individual is aware like Donne, of why they have become sick, due to their sins; they still need to understand what the experience has to offer them. Sickness to Donne holds hope, as he recognises it as his time to repent and better his efforts to reform his relationship with God, should the illness he suffers claim his life.[footnoteRef:11] Had he succumb to his illness, by Donne’s belief, he would have been made ‘fit for God’ and joined him in heaven after having repented his sins. [6:  Gunderman & Brown, Affliction Is a Treasure, p.5 ]  [7:  S. Andersen, ‘Theological Ethics, Moral Philosophy, and Natural Law’ Ethical Theory and Moral Practice, 4(4) (2001) 349–64. Available at: https://ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/login?url=https://www.jstor.org/stable/43246126 [Accessed 17 May 2021]
]  [8:  Donne, Devotions, p. 109]  [9:  Donne, Devotions, p. 101]  [10:  Donne, Devotions, p. 109]  [11:  Gunderman & Brown, Affliction Is a Treasure, p. 9-11] 

Donne encourages God to ‘lay hold upon his soul’ until the person experiencing sickness has ‘thoroughly considered his account’, he begs for whatever little time will be granted for who the bell is ringing. This speaks to the fear that a person, be it him or another will pass before taking full advantage of the opportunity to repent before succumbing to their illness.[footnoteRef:12] This shortness of time links to the contemplation of morality everyone must encounter when they hear the bell, and the importance of reflecting on the spiritual improvements they too could make without being whom the bell is ringing for. When Donne recovers from his sickness, he is warned against the possibility of relapse into ‘spiritual sickness’, suggesting he could squander the ‘infinite mercies’ bestowed upon him by God. He goes on further to state that his sickness was indeed a gift that brought him closer to God in repentance but his relapse has ‘cast me farther from thee’.[footnoteRef:13] Donne’s final devotion suggests that sickness is indeed a ‘treasure’ that can bring beings closer to God, yet if this gift can be can cast aside for the return to sin through indulging earthly attachments, then it does not necessarily make beings ‘fit for God’. It is only when the individual who is sick respects suffering as a means for God to visit them and offer salvation that they can sever attachment to earthly pleasures and achieve enlightenment, making them ‘fit for God’.[footnoteRef:14] [12:  Donne, Devotions, p. 113]  [13: Donne, Devotions, p. 155-157]  [14:  J. Goldberg, ‘The Understanding of Sickness in Donne’s Devotions’, Renaissance Quarterly, 24(4) (1971) 507–17 (p.508-515). Available at:  The Understanding of Sickness in Donne's Devotions on JSTOR [Accessed 17 May 2021]
] 


Thomas Phaire was a lawyer, paediatrician and author in the 16th century. While his religious orientation is not specifically known, it can be assumed that he worshipped in the English Church due to his being born in the East of England.[footnoteRef:15] Phaire wrote in The Regiment of Life that disease and sickness is ‘the wil of God rightfully punishing wicked menne’.[footnoteRef:16] Donne’s Devotions conforms to this notion by first mentioning God’s initial design for human beings contained immortality. Drawing from the concept of God creating human beings in his image, he planted ‘a beam of immortality in us’ which we then ‘blew it out by our first sin’.[footnoteRef:17] It was after Adam and Eve committed the first sin of eating fruit from the tree of knowledge that our immortality was taken away and we were cursed ‘not only to die, but die upon the rack, die by the torment of sickness’.[footnoteRef:18] This act was the first instance for sickness as humanities punishment for sin. Donne later admits to having a ‘heavy and innumerable multitude’ of sinful acts that he believes is the origins for his sickness, further conforming to Phaire’s statement.[footnoteRef:19] In Donne’s eighteenth devotion he quarrels with the opinion that philosophers find it difficult to charge the soul with the ‘guiltiness of original sin’. As the soul is a separate entity, formed of the holy spirit, that must enter the body, if the soul was already imbued with sin, it would therefore be predestined for sickness. He does not wish to believe this of a God he perceives as omnibenevolent, and so reverts back to the opinion that his sickness has stemmed from his own sin not the inherited flaw as children of Adam and Eve.[footnoteRef:20] Although, if the soul were charged with original sin through inheritance as Augustine suggests then Phaire’s interpretation still stands to reason. All of humanity would indeed be being rightfully punished for wickedness, regardless of whether they themselves committed the sins.  [15:  P. Thomas, THE MATERIA MEDICA of THOMAS PHAIRE (1510-1560) (Cambridge: Oxford University Press, 1982), p. 297–301 ]  [16:  Phaire, The Regiment of Life, p. 165-186]  [17:  J. Donne, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions: Together with Death’s Duel (University of Michigan: Ann Arbor Paperback, 1959), p. 8. Available at: <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/23772/23772-h/23772-h.htm#Page_102> [Accessed 17 May 2021]]  [18:  Donne, Devotions, p. 8]  [19:  Donne, Devotions, p. 101]  [20:  Donne, Devotions, p. 115] 

Donne enters into the stage of acceptance of this condition and the reality that he will die from the sickness he suffers as a result of the sins he has committed, ‘death is the wages of sin it is due to me; as death is the end of sickness’.[footnoteRef:21] Donne believes himself to be in such a state of spiritual coldness that he is ‘afraid to die’ for fear of the punishment he will face in hell yet ‘cannot be afraid to come’ to a God that may yet grant him mercy by his grace.[footnoteRef:22] Donne could have again been influenced by the works of  Augustine as he was of the opinion that through God’s eternal love and mercy, he could release certain people from the sickness of sin. God would not choose through a persons repeated prayer or individual devotion but merely at random.[footnoteRef:23] The concept of God’s mercy is again mentioned in the final devotion as Donne’s condition improves and he is warned against relapse. It is implied that his sickness gave him opportunity to ‘weigh God and the devil in a balance’ and he must decide whether he wishes to ‘prefer sin before grace’ or take the blessing that was provided by God as a prospect for spiritual growth and salvation.[footnoteRef:24] However, the Catholic ideologies held by both Augustine and Donne suggest even if Donne did relapse, there is still the possibility of forgiveness by God’s grace. This notion sets the foundation for multiple encounters with sickness as the ‘wil of God rightfully punishing the wicked’ in Donne’s lifetime.[footnoteRef:25] [21:  Donne, Devotions, p. 112]  [22:  Donne, Devotions, p. 112]  [23:  Nye, Socrates and Diotima, p. 116–30]  [24:  Donne, Devotions, p. 157]  [25:  Phaire, The Regiment of Life, p. 165-186] 

Overall, Donne’s Devotions does conform to the notions of ‘affliction is a treasure’ that makes us ‘fit for God’, it is a repeated theme throughout that suggests that sickness is the means by which you have opportunity to repent for any sins before death. The ‘treasure’ ideology can be located in the opportunity to be spiritually healed by repentance in suffering of sickness rather than a swift death that would leave a sinful soul damned. Sickness is a treasure that can be experienced by all through the contracting or contemplation of it that evokes reflection of a person’s spiritual wellness. However, the concept of recovery only to be inclined relapse into sin again suggest beings are not always moulded into characters ‘fit for God’. Phaire’s ideology of sickness being a punishment for the wicked is also conformed to through the admittance of Donne’s sins and his personal belief that they are what caused his illness. Phaire’s interpretation is furthered proved correct by the reference of original sin being the ultimate wicked we are all punished for. The original sin was the first ‘wicked’ that was mankind was punished for and what evidently made sickness possible through the revoking of our immortality by God. However, a contradiction arises in relation to mankind inheriting the catalyst for sin, concupiscence from Adam and Eve, as that would suggest that God is punishing mankind for a wicked act they have not themselves committed.
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