To what extent is Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions like ‘a sermon on the text of his life’ (Wilcox)?
Introduction.
Devotions upon Emergent Occasions is a series of devotions written in the form of prayers, meditations and expostulations; Donne’s Devotions show the chronology and progression of his sickness, which he fears will be fatal, and his eventual recovery. Donne demonstrates a belief that his illness is evidence of his moral transgression and sinfulness, therefore his recovery was a result of his forgiveness and the grace of God.
Donne’s Devotions reflects on the conflict or irony that many Christians may experience when they face an illness such as his; life on earth is simply one step on the path to eternal life in heaven with God, while Donne feared relapse and fatality, illness and death actually provide Christians with the success of going to heaven for their eternal life and recovering to good health postpones this success. This demonstrates the complexity of emotions religious people may experience in such difficult circumstances and give an insight into the mentality of Donne while writing his Devotions. Donne’s fear of death is illustrated as he details the vulnerability of the human heart and the need to keep the sickness and ‘venom’ away from his own heart (Donne, 1987: p.70)
This essay will examine to what extent Donne’s Devotions can be described as a ‘sermon on the text of his life’, as stated by Wilcox (2007), while suggesting alternatives to describe and explain the Devotions.

Argument.
Donne’s Devotions describe the position of human beings as individuals, not matter how unique or different, inevitably being a single part of the whole humankind (Donne, 1987: p.109). 
No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main.
-Donne (1987: p.109)
Wilcox (2007) states that as “person and persona, or historical figure and literary stereotype” (p.390) are intertwined, Donne establishes creates a ‘sermon on the text of his life’; the work of the Devotions details and analyses Donne’s illness, soul and beliefs, yet does not conform to the standard format and style to be considered a standard memoir or autobiography. Since Donne created his Devotions in a more abstract structure and style, it is not clear how it should be considered; the suggestion of a ‘sermon on the text of his life’ demonstrates the need to categorise the Devotions outside of autobiographical text.
As the Devotions are analysed and we consider Donne’s illness and recovery in the context of sin and salvation, we are given a clear insight into both Donne’s mental and spiritual state throughout; his beliefs and writings demonstrate how significant Donne felt his illness and recover were for his life; therefore, a ‘sermon on the text of his life’ may be used to describe the Devotions as they detail the most significant experience in his life .
However, as Wilcox (2007) also points out, Donne’s Devotions can be seen to sit on the border between being personal to him and being general to humankind as he focusses on both the human condition and his own illness. This suggests that while the Devotions could be described as a ‘sermon on the text of his life’, they can also be used and adapted to analyse a wider human experience.
Additionally, it could be said that while Donne’s Devotions are intended to “cut up mine own anatomy” (p.45) it may be unclear who ‘mine’ is referring to; Wilcox (2007) theorises that Donne ma be analysing and discussing a situation for all humans rather than referring specifically to himself alone. This suggests that the Devotions may be seen as a both a ‘sermon on the text of his life’ and human life overall.
As Wilcox (2007) describes, Donne’s Devotions can be seen to reflect the circularity of illness and relapse or the fear of relapse, expressing the contrast of how human life can be “both within the sphere of eternity and yet limited to the linear patterns of time and history” (p.395); this suggests that the Devotions may not be a typical ‘sermon on the text of his life’ but Donne’s analysis for the complexity and details of human life.
Donne’s Devotions were published very quickly following his eventual recovery and return to good health, as his life was out of danger by December 6th and the Devotions were written, published and printed by the end of January; therefore, an alternative motive and intent to explain the Devotions may be religious conversion as the writing had wider meanings outside of a memoir of his sickness. As a devout Christian, Donne wrote his Devotions to detail his experiences of illness and recovery alongside his beliefs and prayers to God. Donne links his illness to sin and recovery to forgiveness, providing an explanation for why he had such an experience and to, in a way, justify the mental and physical suffering he went through; this explanation may give others in similar situations a source of hope and comfort as the find answers in religion. Why this may not reflect a ‘sermon on the text of his life’, it does illustrate how Donne may have used his Devotions to detail his religion which is such a significant part of his life and life of all devout people.
The intent of Donne’s Devotions for Christian conversion may also be supported by the way in which the text provides a narrative with clear and frequent turns towards God throughout (Wilcox, 2007: p.396). Donne also demonstrates how the human body and spiritual health are intertwined, while humans are heavily dependent on the grace of God.
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.
-Donne (1987: p.9)
Donne’s imagery illustrates how intertwined the body and spirit are, and how heavily they are influenced by God; these details and religious discussions could provide evidence for the Devotions being seen as a tool for conversion towards God and Christianity. The Devotions could also be described as a too for expanding Christian thought and providing further evidence for devout Christians. 

Conclusion.
While a ‘sermon on the text of his life’ may provide a description for Donne’s Devotions as a type of memoir or autobiography which does not conform to the typica structure or style, it could limit the meaning and use of the text as a whole.
Firstly, Donne’s Devotions detail one period of his life, excluding other significant and life changing events and experiences, therefore contradicting the idea of this being about ‘his life’. From this it could be said that using the term ‘his life’ misleads the purpose and meaning of the Devotions, with Donne examining and exploring the experiences of life itself; Donne examines the notion of individuals within mankind, eternal life, death and sin as he details his own human condition alongside his religious convictions and relationship with God.
Furthermore, Donne’s Devotions could be considered to be a tool for converting towards God, using his experience of sickness and recover to illustrate support and evidence for his beliefs such as sin, redemption and the grace of God. The Devotions’ use to support Donne’s religious beliefs and convictions could also illustrate how Donne came to terms with his experiences and gave justification to the suffering and pain of his sickness to prepare him for God; this idea would probably comfort Donne and therefore give others comfort and confidence in knowing that their experiences would not be vain and would give them positive preparation for eternal life.
Overall, I believe that Donne’s Devotions upon Emergent Occasions can be seen as a ‘sermon on the text of his life’, on life itself and an expression of his relationship to God; each approach to Donne’s Devotions can be established as it is considered within different contexts and intentions, demonstrating how it can have wider and deeper meanings beyond the original text.
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