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Medicine and Miracles: Health, Illness, and Cure

Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions
1. There are three fairly certain possibilities as to the illness that Donne suffered and which was the occasion for his composition of the Devotions. These are: 
a. Typhus; 
b. relapsing fever; 
c. purple fever. 
All three illnesses have been suggested to explain the epidemic fever that swept London between late October of 1623 and January of 1624. 
2. In the introduction to his edition of Devotions, Anthony Raspa makes the case for relapsing fever, preceded by another illness such as the ‘rewme’, a severe cold, or influenza, to account for the length of his sickness and the symptoms he describes.
 
a. In the fourth and sixth ‘Expostulations’ Donne describes medicines and symptoms associated with severe cold, indicating that he had already been sick for seven days. 
b. The heading of the eleventh Devotion alludes to the medical therapeutic use of ‘Cordials, to keep the venim and Malignitie of the disease from the Heart’, suggesting the suspicion of the onset of a more virulent contagion than cold. 
c. By the thirteenth ‘Meditation’ Donne observes the symptomatic spots of the epidemic on his body, and by the fourteenth ‘Expostulation’ he has been sick another seven days. 
3. Donne appears to have written the Devotions in his convalescence for by 6 December his life was out of danger, and by the end of the month the work was written, and it was in the hands of a publisher very early in January. This fact in itself, that the Devotions were ‘published almost immediately after they were completed, rather than circulated in manuscript during Donne’s lifetime’, makes the Devotions unusual among Donne’s works, and suggests ‘a conscious wish on Donne’s part to make his personal devotions public’.

4. Devotions spans the movement from health, or the onset of sickness, through a crisis in which the patient’s life is in real danger, to his recuperation. Devotions thus has a progressive structure, which is also cyclical in its movement from health through sickness back to health. ‘The “emergent occasions” of Donne’s Devotions are precisely the stages in an illness that he fears may prove fatal.’
 
5. The work is divided into twenty-three divisions or sections, each of which is a Devotion containing a ‘Meditation’, an ‘Expostulation’, and a ‘Prayer’. Each Devotion or division tends to develop a group of related images coherently through all three parts. 
a. The first ‘Meditation’ discusses the first symptoms of an illness in images of dissolution, decomposition, dismay, and melancholy; the same images recur in different forms in the metaphors of dust and ashes of the first ‘Expostulation’, and at the beginning and end of the first ‘Prayer’.
6. Structurally, the work hangs together by its treatment of the historical event of Donne’s illness. Donne’s ‘profound devotional reflections are embedded in a fairly straightforward autobiographical narrative with a minimum of polemical divinity and political digression’.
 
7. In one sense, the Devotions is ‘a series of meditations on human mortality occasioned by the author’s lapsing into a grave illness, confronting the prospect that he may not survive, and finally recovering in a fashion that calls to mind spiritual regeneration, as well as resurrection from the death that remains inevitable’.
 
8. Devotions therefore has levels of literal and figurative, moral and religious meaning. The development of these levels has been described as a kind of ‘figurative exposition’ of the subject matter. Part of the work’s purpose, its intended effect (in so far as intention can be inferred), is to reveal to the writer the visionary significance of the illness besetting him; the work thereby plumbs the deepest reaches of Donne’s thought.
9. Helen Wilcox: ‘In comparison with Donne’s other works, the Devotions follow an unusually clear narrative chronology – matching the progress of the patient’s disease in all its stages – but the text does not seem to achieve a triumphant conclusion, since it ends on a note of fear of a relapse.’
 This fear is ‘as much a dread of renewed “spirituall coldnesse” as of bodily sickness’.
 This circularity, turning or repetition, within a chronological narrative is a pronounced characteristic of the work. There is a feeling that as we progress through the work, it (and we) are going in circles. Here Wilcox presents part of an explanation for this: 

From the beginning, the God of the Devotions is “considered in thy selfe … a Circle,” but in his “working upon us” he is “a direct line” [first ‘Prayer’]. The Devotions themselves work on the double principle of a circle and a straight line, just as human life is perceived to be both within the sphere of eternity and yet limited to the linear patterns of time and history. From the point of view of the ailing and anxious speaker, however, the circle does not always seem divine but can sometimes take on the appearance of the “giddy, and circular motion” [twenty-first ‘Meditation’] of repeated sin.

10. Devotions is autobiographical, ‘but not in the generic sense an autobiography or even spiritual autobiography’.
 However, as Wilcox states: 
The work is certainly characterized by a richly dramatic rhetoric of self-representation – one of those qualities that can render the Devotions fascinating – and Donne’s declared intent is to “cut up mine own anatomy” […]. But whose is “mine”? To what extent is the “miserable condition” […] discovered by this anatomy actually the condition and identity of the specific historical person, John Donne, rather than the situation of all mortal humans?
 
11. Note that on the title-page the ‘Meditations’ are specified as being focused ‘upon our Humane Condition’, but the work is also announced as being concerned with ‘severall steps in my Sicknes’ and its authorship is claimed by ‘JOHN DONNE, Deane of S. Pauls, London’.
 Wilcox argues: ‘The Devotions are poised on the borderline between the general and the particular, as a truly transitional work straddling medieval self-mortification and modern self-obsession.’

12. Instead of autobiography is this work ‘as a whole a deliberate act of spiritual meditation’? If so: 
we will need to ascertain to what extent Donne’s work is modelled on the continental Jesuit forms of meditative spiritual exercise as taught by Ignatius Loyola’ (whose techniques Donne will have been more or less familiar with through the Roman Catholicism of his upbringing), or conversely how much the work reflects ‘the Protestant practice of meditation, responding more spontaneously to an “emergent occasion” or providential intervention’.
 
13. According to R.V. Young, it is neither of these kinds of meditation: ‘It is, rather, a religious work that sets out not so much to expound doctrine as to exemplify the assimilation of doctrine by the soul of the devout Christian; that is, by the soul that has vowed loyalty to Jesus Christ as her Lord and Savior.’
 This assimilation of doctrine occurs in response to the occasions of near-fatal sickness. 
The entirety of Donne’s Devotions dwells on the prospect of death and the spiritual benefit that may be derived from this apparent catastrophe in the seventeenth “Meditation”: “The Bell doth toll for him that thinks it doth; and though it intermit againe, yet from that minute, that that occasion wrought upon him, hee is united to God” […].
 
14. In connection with the question of the generic character of the Devotions, Wilcox observes: ‘The popular early modern literary form in which repeated turning becomes the straight way to God is, after all, the conversion narrative. […] Like all other conversion texts of the seventeenth century, Donne’s work comprises a sequence of turns towards God: a linear narrative which is repeatedly cyclical.’

15. A recurrent idea in the Devotions is that of the relationship of the self or subject of the work to the larger body of the church. The conception of the church as a body whose head is Christ is ancient and biblical. It is expounded at length in Paul’s epistles to the Romans, to the Corinthians, and to the Ephesians. To the Romans, Paul explains the analytic unity and interdependence of the members of Christ’s body: ‘For as we have many members in one body, and all members have not the same office; / So we being many, are one body in Christ, and every one members one of another.’ (Rom. 12.4-5) This point in particular profoundly impressed Donne while convalescing in 1623. In the seventeenth ‘Meditation’, he famously wrote:

No Man is an Iland, intire of it selfe; every man is a peece of the Continent, a part of the maine; […]. Any Mans death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde; And therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee.
 

16. In the text of the seventeenth Devotion, the bell is literal in the sense that its sound ‘emerges from material circumstances rather than through the author’s own choice of parallel mode of expression’.
 Yet, as Wilcox argues, the bell ‘functions metaphorically’.

Donne takes a familiar sensual experience – hearing a bell toll – and plunders it for all its social and spiritual significances. The bell is a reminder of the communal nature of human experience, as an unknown person, who is at the same time a “peece” of the speaker “himselfe,” passes out of the world. The tolling of the bell recalls us to a sense of our own transience and mortality as one small “Clod” of the “Continent” of humanity is “washed away by the Sea” [seventeenth ‘Meditation’]. The bell also has a vocational function in summoning the listener to the presence of God, and it is itself holy in that God’s “voice” and “hand” are discerned “in this sound” [seventeenth ‘Expostulation’]. With these multiple pedagogic applications, a metaphor in Donne’s hands is no passive parallel or stand-in for a concept, but a dynamic source of enlightenment and illustration. In fact, the skill and wit of the human author in writing metaphorically turns out to be the discovery or revelation of what God the divine author has already written into an ordinary everyday phenomenon such as a bell ringing. As Donne writes in the prayer which concludes this Devotion, “O eternall and most gracious God, … I humbly accept thy voice, in the sound of this sad and funeral bell” [seventeenth ‘Prayer’]. A key to understanding Donne’s metaphorical manner throughout his writing is the realization that, for him and his contemporaries, this world is a divinely ordained mirror or “glasse” of the next [twenty-first ‘Expostulation’]. If the world is read properly, then “every thing” in it, however humble, “serves to exemplifie” [twenty-first ‘Meditation’] something more profound.

17. On consideration of the structure of the seventeenth Devotion, Wilcox argues:

In the “Meditation” of Devotion XVII, for example, the sound of the bell signifies that “No Man is an Iland, intire of it selfe” and the bell “tolls for thee” […]. This leads in the “Expostulation” to the critical consideration of God’s use of earthly human experience, such as the sound of the bell, as a means to “induce us to heaven” […]. The “Prayer” concludes the three-part devotional process with the “surrender” of the speaker’s spirit into God’s hands, accepting divine will “whether I live or die” […].’

18. From this example we may infer that ‘each of the three parts of a Devotion is endowed with its own particular function: 
a. statement and analysis in the first, “Debatements” in the second, and discovery of purpose in the third’.
 
b. ‘In terms of time […] the three parts focus in turn on the past, the present, and the future. 
c. In terms of linguistic expression, they move from the narrative mode of the “Meditation,” via the largely interrogative intent of the “Expostulation,” to the vocative rituals of “Prayer.”’

19. Relating the seventeenth Devotion to the generic character of the work, Wilcox argues: ‘It is also especially difficult to distinguish between a representative human being and a particular individual in the work of one who believes that he is inevitably “involved in mankind” […].’
 

The intertwining of person and persona, or historical figure and literary stereotype, is of recurring importance in the impact of Donne’s works. In this context, the Devotions as a sequence can be harnessed as one of the most intense instances of this challenge to the reader. The speaker’s illness is identified, the body and soul of the subject are relentlessly in the spotlight – and yet it is not exactly a memoir or journal, and perhaps not even a meditation, but something closer to a sermon on the text of his life.
 

20. In relation to this idea of a life as an exemplary text, Raspa notes that Donne sent at least four complimentary copies of Devotions with letters, and that in the letter to an unidentified lord, Donne talked about the work critically. 

In the style typical of the work, he used the image of the parenthesis appearing in the fourteenth Meditation: “To make myself believe that our life is something, I use in my thoughts to compare it to something. … And, as in some styles there are open parentheses, sentences within sentences, so there are lives within our lives. I am in such a parenthesis now (in a convalescence) … God … showed me high Jerusalem upon so high a hill as that He thought it fit to bid me stay and gather more breath. This I do by meditating, by expostulating, by praying.” The personal, visionary nature of Donne’s experience with illness found a natural analogy for him in literary effort.

21. Not only time and history, but text is also linear. The metaphor of life as a text draws attention to the centrality of language to the human. 
22. Language is also essential to understanding the divine. 
a. The opening verse of John’s gospel asserts that, ‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God’, the Son of God. 
b. The New Testament epistles concur with this: the Son of God ‘is before all things, and by him all things consist’ (Col. 1.17); he, the Word, is prior to all things, and the centre of cohesion of all things in the universe, because ‘All things were made by him’ (John 1.3); indeed, in him, through him, and for him ‘all things were created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible’ (Col. 1.16); he, the Word, is the agent and end or purpose of all creation, the sphere in which the work of creation takes place and its reason for being.

23. Furthermore, as Wilcox states: ‘The divine principle of the incarnation is metaphoric: the word is made flesh, a process by which the Godhead is given expression in another form, in created matter itself.’
 The principal biblical source for this idea is again John’s gospel: ‘the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us’ (John 1.1, 14). Wilcox draws this conclusion: 
Thus, the physical realm always has an implicit spiritual significance in Donne’s view, and life in its fullness is only to be understood in these metaphorical terms. His sick bed, for example, becomes an “Altar” on which the only “Sacrifice” to be offered is his own self [thirteenth ‘Expostulation’], while the world as a whole is Donne’s “great Hospitall,” from which complete recovery can only mean departure in death [eleventh ‘Expostulation’].

24. Another way of representing the incarnation is as a paradox, and according to Wilcox there are three crucial paradoxes in the Devotions:
First, the very situation that gives rise to the Devotions is a bizarre combination of the “passive” and “active,” as Donne himself observes [twelfth ‘Meditation]. The speaker is a victim, laid out on his bed for the physicians to map and work upon, and yet his response is a prodigious burst of mental, linguistic, and spiritual activity. Second, the speaking subject of the Devotions fears God, to a paralyzing extreme, while at the same time he speaks of and to him constantly. As Donne asks with perplexity in Devotion VI, “Dost thou command me to speake to thee, and commaund me to feare thee, and do these destroy one another?” […]. In the end it is clear that, as in the Holy Sonnets, he must do both at all times. Fearing to speak, and yet doing so regardless, is Donne’s route to spiritual understanding. The third major paradox underpinning the Devotions is the interlocked nature of doubt and faith, which appear to require each other in order to survive in the turmoil of Donne’s experience. As the last line of the “Hymne to God my God, in my sicknesse” puts it, “that he may raise the Lord throws down” […]. [Donne] knew that he was “made to thinke” [twelfth ‘Meditation’] and the exhaustively rational “Expostulations” seem to contain the most energy in each Devotion – yet it is through such dynamic “thoughtfulnesse” [twelfth ‘Meditation’] in disputes with God that he arrives at faith and finds confidence in redemption.

25. As the Devotions plumbs the deepest reaches of Donne’s thought the interest is the light the work throws on Donne’s knowledge of current medicine, astrology, alchemy, cosmology, and the natural world; and Donne’s metaphysics and the ways in which the work develops the human relationship with God. 
a. Anthony Raspa tries to understand this in relation to what he calls the three books of Donne’s theology: 
i. the Book of Life; 
ii. the Book of Nature, or of Creatures; 
iii. the Book of Scripture, the Bible. 
26. Donne’s metaphysics, like any metaphysics, is an attempt to ascertain the truth about being, the essence of things (what they are in themselves), the nature of nature. But Donne’s theology assumes that nature has fallen with human beings when Adam and Eve were exiled from the Garden of Eden, and so the Book of Nature is partially outdated by original sin. Though it was created by God, it provides only an obscure picture of its Creator. Importantly, however, Nature was created for humanity. The Book of Nature, or Creatures, gives love back to God through human beings. 
27. The Book of Life is the Register of those who are foreknown by God as saved (perhaps even predestined for salvation and who accordingly know that they are saved, i.e. the Elect). Salvation is the end, the purpose of being, and it demonstrates the love of God, which suffuses the cosmos and makes beings subsist. Therefore the Book of Nature should be understood in the context of salvation and the Book of Life. 
28. The Book of Scripture, or Second Book of Life, allows this to happen for it bridges the gap between Creatures and the mystical religious knowledge available to the saved. It reveals God since the same creative Word as in the beginning called light to shine forth out of darkness has shone as the light of the gospel. The significance of the Bible is identifiable to the saved by reading with a heart inspired by the Holy Spirit.
29. Let us consider this metaphysics in relation to the structure of the Devotions. In each Devotion, the ‘Meditation’ discovers, explores, or develops a theme announced in the opening sentence; this corresponds to the Book of Creatures, or of Nature, and amid powers of the mind, it corresponds to the Memory, for it is an historical picture of Donne’s illness, the full significance of which is only apparent once his body and the progress of its sickness is interpreted in the context of salvation and this entails turning the physical illness into material for understanding Donne’s spiritual state. 
The substance of the Devotions amounts largely to “John Donne” coming to acknowledge that he is no different from other men (from every man): he is helplessly lost in sin and feverishly preoccupied with tawdry, ephemeral pleasures that only distract him by fits and starts from the unavoidable miseries of earthly life leading to the ineluctable terror of the grave.
 

30. In one sense, then, Donne’s physical illness is clear evidence to him of moral transgression, of his own sinfulness. This would lead us to conclude that his recovery is analogous to his forgiveness. And yet there is a paradox, for the work is provided with a vision by which Donne understands that to be lowered here on earth, in the Book of Nature, is to be raised in heaven; what in human terms is a victory, a return to health, is in theological terms a postponement of the goal, when death is understood not as extinction but as the means to eternal life. 
31. The role of the ‘Expostulation’ and the ‘Prayer’ of each Devotion is to amplify the experience of illness, in order to gain greater understanding and convert to the will to God; hence the Biblical exegesis in the ‘Expostulations’. The function of the Biblical references in relation to the situation declared by the speaker in the ‘Meditation’ is illustrative, authoritative and rhetorically confirmatory. However, the ‘Expostulation’ is likely to express doubt or disagreement, to take issue with the situation expressed in the ‘Meditation’. It addresses God directly, very often in protest or in a challenge to divine providence and the order of the universe. 
32. The ‘Prayer’ attempts to bring the soul again into harmony with the will of God. So, for example, the nineteenth ‘Prayer’: ‘As therefore the morning dew, is a pawne of the evening fatnesse, so, O Lord, let this daies comfort be the earnest of to morrowes, so farre as may conforme me entirely to thee, to what end, and by what way soever thy mercie have appointed mee.’
 The role of the ‘Prayer’ is to concentrate on the affection of love between humans and God. Though often characterized by appeals, it is in general more modest and conciliatory, less demanding than what precedes it.

33. This suggests a further way of thinking about the three parts of each Devotion:

Above all, they encapsulate the three characteristic modes of Donne’s writing: explaining, arguing […], and anticipating the consequences. This combination of attitudes is to be compared, for example, with the progression of a Holy Sonnet such as “If poisonous minerals,” which opens with the provisional statements about who or what cannot be damned, moves on to “dispute” the justice of God’s threatening the speaker with damnation, but ends with prayerful submission to divine “mercy” […].

34. It was noted above that in the Devotions there is a minimum of polemical divinity. Yet there are theological topics worth commenting on. Occasionally these appear to reveal Donne’s developing affiliations regarding doctrines that caused controversy. 
35. Jean Calvin was the theologian responsible for working out the doctrine of predestination, in which a person has no free will either to choose or reject salvation, for God has always already preordained those elected for salvation and those condemned to damnation. In the Devotions, according to Young:
When Donne makes a specifically doctrinal assertion, it flatly contradicts one of Calvin’s most distinctive propositions, his denial that Adam sinned through his own free will rather than by God’s predetermination: “The decree, I admit, is dreadful,” Calvin wrote, “and yet it is impossible to deny that God foreknew what the end of man was to be before he made him, and foreknew, because he had so ordained by his decree.” It is difficult to see anything save a direct refutation of this view, when Donne asks in the fourth “Expostulation,” whether God intended sickness for humanity by implanting medicinal qualities in herbs. “No more,” he answers, “then thou didst meane, that we should sinne, when thou madest us: thou fore-sawest both, but causedst neither” […].

36. On the matter of grace, Donne’s Devotions are moderate. According to Young: ‘Like all Christians of his era, Donne stresses mankind’s utter dependence on divine grace, but not in a way that suggests a specifically Calvinist orientation.’
 According to Young, Donne’s ‘evocation of grace in the first Expostulation, for example, avoids the suggestion of irresistible grace, recently affirmed at the Synod of Dort, and describes God infusing grace, which is not language associated with enthusiastic Calvinism’.
 This may be illustrated by the following passage, which also impresses upon us the extent to which bodily and spiritual health are entwined:
But will God pretend to make a Watch, and leave out the springe? To make so many various wheels in the faculties of the Soule, and in the organs of the body, and leave out Grace, that should move them? Or wil God make a springe, and not wind it up? Infuse his first grace, & not second it with more, without which, we can no more use his first grace, when we have it, then wee could dispose our selves by Nature, to have it? But alas, that is not our case; we are all prodigall sonnes, and not disinherited; wee have received our portion, and misspent it, not bin denied it.

37. In the human being, as in the church, the different parts of the body find their meaning in their contribution to the functioning whole which is the organ and instrument of the soul. And the functioning relationship between parts and whole is the foundation of health, both physical and spiritual. This functioning is not possible without God’s grace, but importantly, for Donne (unlike Calvin), God does not deny grace on account of having already decided to damn us: we are ‘not disinherited’.
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