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Essay question: To what extent is Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions like ‘a sermon on the text of his life’ (Wilcox)?

Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions are a collection of thoughtful recollections and religious musings made by a man by the name of John Donne who appears to be on his deathbed, suffering from fever and flu like symptoms. The essay will be observing a statement made by Helen Wilcox wherein she states that Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions are like ‘a sermon on the text of his life’, there will be analysis with regards to this to determine whether this is an accurate observation on the texts, specifically looking at the way in which it has been written and why it was written. 

As mentioned previously, Donne was seriously ill and impaired through the writing and completion of his devotions and was recovering from his fever for a large portion of it. It is speculated that Donne was either suffering from typhus, or perhaps purple fever,[footnoteRef:1] which could have been a result of the epidemic that was making its way through London in the early 17th century. This epidemic was widespread throughout England and Scotland and was thought to have been the result of spoiled crops suffering from mildew (particularly in England, Scotland’s fever was thought to have been the result of famine),[footnoteRef:2] in 1623, approximately 2254 people were buried (around 10% of the city’s population), according to Charles Creighton.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  (Mitchell, 2021)]  [2:  (Creighton, 2013)]  [3:  (Creighton, 2013)] 


John Donne’s writing style is rather dramatic and macabre verging on the hysterical, perhaps this comes across in this style as he was also an English poet, a known satirist, a lawyer, and a cleric in the Church of England, job descriptions that are varying and not well known for mixing cohesively. According to scholars who have studied Donne, he was also a soldier and a secretary. In a letter to Prince Charles I,[footnoteRef:4] the man who was partly responsible for his becoming a cleric of the Church, Donne claims to have had three births that attribute to his existence overall.  [4:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)] 

The first being his natural birth, whereby he was brought into the world by his mother, the second, his supernatural birth, when he was accepted into the Church of England, becoming a holy cleric, and the third being a preternatural (unprecedented, uncommon, etc.) birth, in this last birth he is referring to his recovery from the sickness, as which he claimed helped him in preparing for his final journey to God.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)] 


Donne was born into a recusant family, simply meaning that his family were loyal to the Pope and the Roman Catholic Church, rather then the Church of England. Despite this Donne became the Dean of St Pauls Cathedral in London, fully embracing the Church of England and its Dogma, rather than Catholicism, which was illegal in England for the time being. This might have been because of the prosecution of Catholics, at the time, or perhaps John Donne simply saw an opportunity to advance, without care for the way in which he adores God, so long as he continues to adore him in his fashion. There is some speculation on how he might have died in the end, but no one is absolutely certain on whether it was from recurring fever (such as typhus), or some today go so far as to speculate that he may have suffered from stomach cancer, though there would not have been a name for it in the 17th century, and this is merely people speculating from the symptoms he had that were recorded by physicians. 

Donne speaks on his personal experiences through his recurring sickness and fever, though he makes it sound as though he speaks for every man going through life that has suffered sickness in their life and the fleeting pleasures of life before sickness eventually overtaking the senses. He deliberates on the meaning of sickness closely, going so far as to speculate the intent behind it, and expresses his belief that disease is not necessarily a bad thing that one must suffer for it to inevitably have no reason behind it, he instead states that illness in the body can be the way in which God prepares a being to be by his side.[footnoteRef:6]   [6:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)] 


Helen Wilcox makes an observation on John Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, and she states that the texts are not unlike ‘a sermon on the text of his life’,[footnoteRef:7] an appropriate observation to be made, as Donne does sound as though he is preaching directly to the reader and perhaps, to God. One could go as far as to say that Donne is communicating directly to God through his texts, the writing itself almost resembling a sort of love letter in its complete devotion to God and Gods whimsies.  [7:  (Mitchell, 2021)] 


Of course, Donne would have to be devoted to God, being a holy man, a cleric, in the church. As well as this, he was a poet who was well known for his sonnets and love poetry, and it seems to shine through in this work, as the writing comes across as very passionate and driven. 

These devotions being made public and published on completion is interesting to consider, as they are quite obviously personal devotions, meditations, and prayers, as they hold very little debate or argument on politics and religious belief as sermons can be known to do, especially for the period. This can lead some to believe that the devotions are biographical in nature, coming back to Wilcox’s quote above that the texts are a sermon of his somewhat diverse life. 

The writing style of Donne’s devotions would support this claim, as Donne often expresses himself openly with the reader, using emotive language and punctuation to bring his varied emotions across. “Variable, and therefore miserable condition of man!”.[footnoteRef:8] This ‘miserable condition of man’ is referring to the reality of mortal man’s body growing older, and in most cases, sickly, because God wills it. But in Donne’s perspective, this is not done to punish man, but instead he sees it as a sort of opportunity, a preparation for the time when he will be reunited with his God. [8:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)] 


In fact, the phrase “O miserable condition of man!” is used quite often throughout the texts, either at the beginning of a paragraph, thrown in the middle, or at the end of one (I. Meditation is a good example for this occurring). Donne also uses alliterations in his texts often, to perhaps reinforce an emotive thought to the reader or further express himself. Such examples of alliterations include: “but I go, I run, I fly”, “my God: My God, my God,” and “summons us, seizes us, possess us,”,[footnoteRef:9] and these are from the first Meditations of the text, there are many more examples that can be made throughout the entirety of Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions. [9:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)] 

The need to have his readers understand his urgency and emotion could come from his being a devout Christian preacher, with the aid of his tried and true poetic skillset. The symbolism of similar words being used in threes is not lost on the reader, could it perhaps be symbolism for the Christian concept of the Holy Trinity? This is speculation, but an interesting concept to consider, if the alliteration is done intentionally, it is most likely not, however. 

As well as this, there is an overindulgence of metaphors, and symbolism strewn through the works, for a work that comes off as autobiographical spiritually if not literally, “One hand asks the other by the pulse, and our eye asks our own urine how we do.”.[footnoteRef:10] Almost all of Donne’s paraphrasing is not literal, he does not seem to have the capacity to speak in a straightforward manner efficiently, or he perhaps preferred to play to the gallery in his writing and in life, his preaching’s.  [10:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)] 


Other metaphors include referring to the church as a “body”, and vice versa the human body as a building, to be refurbished and cared for during its short time on the mortal coil. There is also reference to a bell, specifically a bell that tolls, “Now, this bell tolling softly for another, says to me: Thou must die.”.[footnoteRef:11] This is an extract from XVII. Meditation, and we see here the extent at which Donne hyper fixates on death, as the bell tolling is both literal and figurative, a common theme throughout the Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, and a grim reminder to how close Donne thought he may have been to death itself.[footnoteRef:12]  [11:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)]  [12:  (Mitchell, 2021)] 



Truthfully, the writing itself can come across as fevered ranting by a sick man, a sick man who throughout his work displays a great many signs of what one could assume to be hypochondria, who might just be assuring himself of God’s presence, as he believes himself to be on deaths door. We as readers do not know how these texts may have been vocalised, we cannot neither deny nor confirm that they were written in melancholy of dealing with said sickness or with unbridled passion for the prospect of being prepared to join God, which Donne assuredly tells the reader is a great thing to happen. 

Bringing this back to the essay question, the assumption that the work Devotions upon Emergent occasions is a sermon on Donne’s life is not entirely accurate, as the devotions mainly encapsulate the time he spent on his sickbed. Though he does refer to instances in his life throughout the works, he does not focus entirely or coherently on his life, and when he does it is fleeting at best. His primary focus is on illness, anatomy, as well as Gods will and intention throughout his mortal life and the lives of others. 

The word sermon, however, can be called accurate in this instance, the phrasing and delivery of the work falls very much in line with the working of how a sermon would be conducted to a Christian congregation. Not only does Donne chronologically go through the various stages of sickness in his devotions in a timely manner, but he also seems to make them teachable moments, using biblical references to King Saul and King David[footnoteRef:13] in his musings to God, and comparing their own situations to his human affliction and necessary suffering. Devotions upon Emergent Occasions looks at how the soul can benefit from an illness that the body physically suffers, although this may not be apparent in the way that it is written, perhaps because Donne was sick himself with fever.  [13:  (Donne, 2012, pp.1–149)] 


Helen Wilcox is somewhat right with her statement concerning John Donne and his Devotions upon emergent Occasions, his work does appear as a sermon, and most likely would have been regarded as such during the 17th century. Now it is analysed critically by scholars in the field of history and religion alike, they concur that the devotions themselves are more biographical in nature,[footnoteRef:14] and that, rather then a sermon which serves to bluntly preach and reinstate the people’s faith in God somewhat rather forcefully, the devotions and Donne himself look to be simply explaining God’s ‘merciful’ intentions. It is rather long winded, and Donne himself seems to go on tangents of metaphorical questions and rants between chapters, but it does not come off as a stifling experience where one is told that they must suffer for their sins on this earth. [footnoteRef:15] [14:  (Mitchell, 2021)]  [15:  (Mitchell, 2021)] 
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