Medicine, Health and Miracles: essay by Lizzie Mansfield
This essay is on John Donne’s Devotions. I have decided to do my essay on question four, which is as follows: ‘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 (1553)) or that ‘affliction is a treasure’ by which we are ‘made fit for God’ (Meditation XVII)?’. This means that I have to find out whether or not the author John Donne believes that illness is a punishment for your sins or a gift from God.
Firstly, I will start off with information on John Donne himself. John Donne was born in 1572 in the city of London, and he died in 1631 in the same city. He was born to John Donne and Elizabeth Heywood, who were both recusant Roman Catholics. When John Donne was at the age of four, his father died, leaving his mother to care for him and his siblings on her own. But she remarried a few months later to a man called Dr John Syminges. As a child, John Donne was taught at home by tutors. Later on, in the year of 1583, when John Donne was eleven years old, he went to study at Hart Hall in Oxford. He studied there for three years and then he moved to study at the University of Cambridge. However, he couldn’t accept the degrees because he couldn’t swear the Oath of Supremacy because of his Roman Catholic beliefs. In 1593 John Donne started to question his Roman Catholic faith after his brother, who was called Henry, was arrested, and ended dying in Newgate prison from bubonic plague, for sheltering a Catholic priest named William Harrington (Wikipedia, 2021). He worked for some time as a lawyer and a MP before meeting a woman named Ann More, who became his wife. They had twelve children together before Ann died in 1617. After that he was ordained in 1615. In the year 1621, John Donne became the Dean of St Paul’s and he kept this position up until his death in 1631.
Secondly, I will talk briefly about John Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions. Devotions upon Emergent Occasions was written by John Donne in 1623. It was written at the time John Donne fell ill and nearly died from said illness. This illness is believed to have been typhus or a fever of some kind (purple or relapsing). Moreover, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions is about this illness, how John Donne dealt with it and his thoughts and feelings on the subject. The poem is separated into three different parts. The first is meditations, the second is expostulations and the third is prayers. 
Now I will discuss the first argument, whether illness is a punishment for your sins. In the first expostulation, John Donne says this, and I quote:
‘Why hath not my soul these apprehensions, these presages, these changes, these antidates, these jealousies, these suspicions of a sin, as well as my body of a sickness? Why is there not always a pulse in my soul to beat at the approach of a temptation to sin? Why are there not always waters in mine eyes, to testify my spiritual sickness? I stand in the way of temptations, naturally, necessarily; all men do so; for there is a snake in every path, temptations in every vocation; but I go, I run, I fly into the ways of temptation which I might shun; nay, I break into houses where the plague is; I press into places of temptation, and tempt the devil himself, and solicit and importune them who had rather be left unsolicited by me. I fall sick of sin, and am bedded and bedrid, buried and putrified in the practice of sin, and all this while have no presage, no pulse, no sense of my sickness. O height, O depth of misery, where the first symptom of the sickness is hell, and where I never see the fever of lust, of envy, of ambition, by any other light than the darkness and horror of hell itself,’ (Donne, 1623).
It seems to suggest that John Donne believes at this moment in time that his illness was caused by his sins. In his younger days before he married his wife, he used to use his inheritance on women. This could be part of the sins he feels that has caused his illness.


Next, I will explore the second argument, whether illness is a gift from God.


In conclusion,
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