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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 (1553) ) or that ‘affliction is a treaure’  by which we are ‘made fit for God’  (Meditation XVII)?

John Donne 1573 – 1631 was born in London and was later to become the dean of St Paul’s Cathedral.  Professor Pinka describes him as a metaphysical poet and writer, whose sermons and “religious verse rank among the best of the 17th Century.”[footnoteRef:1]  He is also thought to be one the best “love poets in the English Language.”[footnoteRef:2]   [1:  ‘John Donne | English Poet’, Encyclopedia Britannica <https://www.britannica.com/biography/John-Donne> [accessed 12 May 2021].]  [2:  ‘John Donne | English Poet’.] 


Izaac Walton’s biography of John Donne tells of a secret marriage to Anne More, daughter of Sir George More which ruined his chances of a career in the public service and earned him a short spell in prison. [footnoteRef:3] This led to a ten-year period of poverty.  Unable to secure secular employment, he became a deacon in 1615.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  ‘The Life of Dr. John Donne, by Izaak Walton’ <http://anglicanhistory.org/walton/donne.html> [accessed 19 May 2021].]  [4:  ‘John Donne | English Poet’.] 


Donne’s wife Anne bore him twelve children, five of which died before maturity.  Tragically losing her in 1617 during childbirth, the grief-stricken Donne, vowed never to marry again.[footnoteRef:5]  Turning all his attention to his religious vocation, he gained himself the “reputation as the foremost preacher in the England of his day, and he became a favourite of both Kings James 1 and Charles 1.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  ‘The Life of Dr. John Donne, by Izaak Walton’.]  [6:  ‘John Donne | English Poet’.] 


In 1623 Donne became seriously ill with “relapsing fever” during which time, as a result of reflections on the meaning of sickness, he wrote “Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, published in 1624.”[footnoteRef:7]  During sickness he suffered the indignity of examination of both his character and health whilst helpless in the hands of physicians. [footnoteRef:8] At that time in history, it was considered that the sick person had potentially bought it upon themselves by improper conduct as the quote by Thomas Phaire says in the question “the wil of God rightfully punishing wicked menne”.[footnoteRef:9]  This may have been particularly painful for someone in such a high position in the church. Interestingly, despite his suffering, Walton says, Donne “dreaded not” death and his faculties were preserved “clear and perfect”.[footnoteRef:10] [7:  ‘John Donne | English Poet’.]  [8:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/23772/23772-h/23772-h.htm> [accessed 14 May 2021]. P57]  [9:  ‘Neonatology on the Web: Thomas Phaire, The Boke of Chyldren, 1545’ <http://www.neonatology.org/classics/phaire/index.html> [accessed 14 May 2021].]  [10:  ‘The Life of Dr. John Donne, by Izaak Walton’.] 


The essay question itself, poses an either-or scenario, whether God punishes us for sin by causing sickness, or disease is a means of being “made fit for God”. [footnoteRef:11]  As in all of Donne’s considerations it is possible to unpack so much from each and therefore this is not an either-or question but how do they intertwine. The way this essay will approach the question is that it is the interplay of these two alongside each other and how that reveals Donne’s process of attempting to understand his predicament.  It is not only his predicament he speaks of, but us all.  Thus, his work is a gift from a potentially dying man of opening the soul and lucidly showing the workings of the mind reaching for God and understanding of life.  It is a brave work demonstrating not a mastery of life but the struggles most endure in our mortal sojourn. [11:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ P108] 


In Meditation XVII of Devotions upon Emergent Occasions[footnoteRef:12] Donne describes facing the possibility that his death may be imminent.  With the tolling of the bell he ponders “perchance I may think myself so much better than I am, as that they who are about me, and see my state, may have caused it to toll for me, and I know not that.”[footnoteRef:13]  This consideration of death is the backdrop to this meditation.  As a poet, Donne’s language is metaphorical and perhaps deliberately multi-layered, ambiguous and forces the reader to consider what he may mean with each turn of phrase.  Thus, it is possible to speculate what he may mean drawing different conclusions and potentialities.  The difficulty in drawing out what Donne might be alluding to may be partly to do with the fact that it was written hundreds of years ago and the general and the shared cultural understandings of the time are less familiar to us now. [12:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’]  [13:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ P108] 


The context Donne speaks of is entirely religious and therefore his life and death is seen in that light.  He does not see himself as just an individual but as part of the larger body of the church.  He considers himself connected to all events effecting the church.  Using the analogy of a book Donne describes both exposure or being open and being just a page of a larger work to describe being connected in this way.[footnoteRef:14] Taking it a step further he speaks of “all mankind is of one author” to which we can safely assume he is referring to God.  Donne sees the interconnectivity of all life, of which he is but a small fragment going through his particular drama in the greater scheme of the author’s plan. [14:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ p108] 


In the manner of death we each go through, aging, sickness, war, execution or “justice” as Donne puts it, are seen in Meditation XVII as “translations into a better language.”[footnoteRef:15] This use of metaphor again implies a path and transformation as each goes through the trials and tribulations of being human. At the same time Donne clearly believes that God’s hand is at work in every case.   [15:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ P108] 


It can be extrapolated then that Donne believes that all stages of life are part of the journey to God and that sickness in his case, is part of that path.  Presumably, the extent to which each responds to their situation reflects the quality of the “translations”[footnoteRef:16] he speaks in of Meditations XVII and therefore partaking in the work of God.   [16:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’] 


Donne expounds a very reassuring view of life when he says that each of the “scattered leaves” are bound together by the hand of God.  If true, it would mean that no matter how one lives and dies, then one might still be gathered by the author.  Speaking of each life being a book in a library open to others may partly reflect his own feelings of vulnerability, humiliation and exposure to the gaze and work of the physicians, with himself the object.  His character and frailty, the need to be taken care of, places him totally at the mercy of those caring for him.  

Thankfully he still has the presence of mind to consider the universality of experience each must go through in their own way.  It is a lesson for us all, the humbling fact of decline of faculties and eventual death.  What are we to make of it?   Donne, in his own way clearly sought significance in his “affliction” seeing it as a “treasure” which can make us “fit for God”.  Sickness would lead the contemplative person, certainly a poet, to use the suffering of sickness as a way to penetrate the layers of experience potentially exposing the core of being.  The relentlessness and uncertainty of ongoing sickness over a period of time gives an active mind plenty of time to do little else but be with itself.  It is a powerful teaching to be so incapacitated.  It is often by nature that we humans feel so powerful and capable, especially with youth and vigour on our side.  Being plunged into unexpected illness lets us know that our destiny is frequently, outside of our control.

Donne reflects on death in such a way as to compare it to a small piece of earth falling away that was once part of a continent.[footnoteRef:17]  This metaphor explains how all of us are lessened in some way by anyone dying.  To consider all death in the context of one’s own impending death is a powerful reminder of mortality and the importance of engaging with life as a whole and when the time comes becoming “united with God.”[footnoteRef:18] [17:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ P109]  [18:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’] 


Seen in this context, Donne appears to view his sickness as part of the greater whole, his and others death as part of the holy order of existence, and thus the “treasure” of collective demise in the earthly realm a preparation for glory in unification with God.

Considering Donne thought that his own sickness was brought about by his sin, we could extrapolate that his recovery meant that God had forgiven him.  Or it could be that as he paid for his sins in suffering and burned the effects of them from his being allowing him to recover.  The “treasure” that sickness can be in Donne’s view, could be seen as an enforced work that one must do to purify oneself of sin for God.  When suffering, it is possible to learn a great deal about oneself and life, whilst simultaneously building inner resilience and strength.  The inevitability of death could be terrifying if unprepared, sickness and being forced to face this eventuality, can be a means prepare one to meet their maker in an awake, open, curious and even welcoming manner.  This view that sickness can be a treasure sits alongside Donne’s opening cry in the first Meditation, “miserable condition of man”.[footnoteRef:19]  This could be seen as the emotional response versus the rational.  [19:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ P8] 


Donne’s own situation and condition, though significant to him, would seem to pale in comparison to the larger perspective on life that he is offering.  The frequent reminder of death and the different ways of arriving at deaths door explained in Mediation XVII cannot but prompt the reader to contemplate the significance of their own life, relationship to God, when confronted with one’s own worldly demise.

In this light it would seem to be a work to prompt such a contemplation.  At the end of Meditation XVII Donne speaks of “tribulations” as if it is gold, one cannot use it as currency in its present condition.  Yet it can be used or traded later on and is currency to get into heaven.  He seems to be warning those that carry this currency in their “bowels” hidden away it seems from them and therefore not available for use.  Donne makes use of another’s gold and in so doing and writing about it is offering this to the reader. 

Jonathan Goldberg in his article, The Understanding of Sickness in Donne’s Devotions’ points out that Donne takes the position that “he and his reader share similar needs: both identify themselves as fallen men”.  Goldberg explains that Donne’s work follows the style of devotional literature in that “author and reader share the desire to be made perfect in faith, love, constancy, and to be short, in all Christian life.”[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Jonathan Goldberg, ‘The Understanding of Sickness in Donne’s Devotions’, Renaissance Quarterly, 24.4 (1971), 507–17. P1] 


As a dean of St Paul’s Cathedral, he could not but be pointedly focussed on his religious life and this desire would be met with few options open to someone on their possible death bed.  Therefore, to view the suffering as penance, a transformative treasure to be utilized in the pending unification with God would make sense and provide a teaching opportunity helping others turn toward God.  What else would any thoughtful religious person do?  To expose oneself so fully to the gaze of the reader and physician alike, “I have cut up mine own anatomy, dissected myself” Donne says in Mediation IX.[footnoteRef:21]  This could be seen as a departing gift, a final act of service to all who must follow, otherwise why would Donne have been so keen to publish these works so quickly. [21:  ‘The Project Gutenberg EBook of Devotions Upon Emergent Occasions by John Donne.’ P57] 


In many ways the two considerations in the question could be said to have a symbiotic relationship.  Sickness can be seen as an opportunity to pay for your sins and purify yourself after God has punished you for being wicked.  To then find oneself at the mercy of failing faculties, can only be humbling.  Donne, so lucidly laying out the confusion, confounded, humbled condition he himself endured, serves as an opportunity to all to consider what is of real value in their own lives.  This piece of work is a great gift to those who wish to delve into the meaning and significance of life and death.  As Thomas Morrissey says in The Self and the Meditative Tradition in Donne’s Devotions, “they constitute an attempt to create a literary form suitable for the expression of what was an almost ineffable experience”.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Thomas J. Morrissey, ‘The Self and the Meditative Tradition in Donne’s “Devotions”’, Notre Dame English Journal, 13.1 (1980), 29–49.] 
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