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Abstract

\

’/}In this thesis I propose to examine the extent to which Donne in
‘ 2
his sermons draws attention to his own and Scripture's language as
language, and thereby addresses the complexities and paradoxes of human
~
speech. Donne igﬁgrprets Scriptural language by translating that lap—
guage, rendering it in other, analogous forms in order that his
hearérs may come to 2 fuller apprehension of truth.

The first chapter introduces some of the paradoxes of language which
concern Donne in his sermons. Scripture exhibits various modes of speech,
and Donne uses the occasion of preaéhing on texts from within these aiffer—
ent modes to focus qustions about language which arise out of the particu-
lar characteristics and concefns of the mode. In each case, he demon-
strates that the mode reveals truth and yet at the same time conceals it,
for while language may image tfuth, it is not itself wholly true.

Chapter 1I examines Domne's interpretation of the 0ld Testament
historical narratives which relate the story of the world's creation. 1In
these sermons Donne discusses the nature of man as the image of Ged and
of man’s language as an imaging of truth, and concludes that Scripture's
history speaks of temporal events in order to image a mysterious and
extra-historical truth.

Chapter III is concerned.with Donne's interpretations of the gospels,
Scripture's biographical narratives. In this mode, temporal events.are
focussed around Christ, and thé question of incarnation--the Word/Logos
himself speaking in human words and thféugh human actions—--sheds new light

)

on the relationship between seen and unseen truth. 1In his sermons on

-
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the gospels, Donne examines various manifestations of Christ, and demon-
strates that the truth of the gospels’ words is dependent on the Word
himself who informs all language.

Chapter IV examines Donne's sermon series on Psalm 32, a wisdom text
in the confessional mode.. Here Donne discusses the problematic relation-
shiﬁ between God and the individual. He demonstrateé that confession of
self need not be mere autobiography; though it speaks of the present
experience of the individual; it also bears witness to the general truth
of God's working in all men. Self—coqfession, then, méy be alsc a

confession of God.

Chgpter V is concerned with Donne's treatment of the essentiallwy
discﬁrsive and expository New Testament epistles. In.his sermons on the
epistles, Donne explores how metaphoric speech can be used in proposi-
tional discourse to enrich and eniiven it. He aléo suggests that argument
(metaphoric and non-metaphoric) is, in the end--like all épeqch-—parcial.

Chapter VI is a discussion of Donne's approach to prophetic texts..
Here aéain, he concentrates on the language of his text as he ad@resses
the questign of how vision and pro;hecy may be expressed in terms'of
history and ordinary human understanding.

In the case of each of these five modes, despite h%s eloquenf and
elegant translations of Scripture's speech with his own metaphors and
analogies and paradoxes, Donne concludes ﬁhat finall§ he has ne words fully
adequate to image God. The solution to this, for Donne, is to continue
to speak of God and to translate his words--but at the same time, to seek

to translate Scripture's truth also into action by living in conformity

with it}
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Chapter 1

-

~
~ .

-

Scripture and the Problem of Laﬁguage

For, nor in nothing, nor in things
Extreme, and scact'ring bright, can love inhere.

"Aire and Angels"

In his sermons as in his poetry, John Donne's genius is reflected
in his deliberate use of 1anguage as both a creator and a resol;er of
tension. .The language of Donne's sermons is paradoxical, not only
because it employs formal paradox but also because it- exploits the un-—
expected incongruities and symmetries of language. The prose of these
sermqns draws atte;tion to itself as language, thereby ra?sing funda-
mental questions about the nature of words as forms for meaning.’ However,
the tension which characterizes Donne's ;peech is.always controlled, and
.as such it becomes an important element in the careful'rhetorical strategy

by which he interprets the Scriptures. Ddonre's wit and skill are evident

in the way he uses language in his preaching, but at the same time he

makes it clear that "eloquence is not our net ... onely the Gospel is";
the task of the preacher is "not noveity, but edificatibﬁ.fl Donﬁe's
sermons reflect his awareness of the power of his own eloquence, but they
also express his commitment to preaching as interpretation of the Scrip-,.
ture for the sake of the congregation.

There has been much critical interest in Doane as preacher, in the



principles by which he interprets Scripture in his sermons, and in the
theological contexts that those interpretations reflect. Evelyn Simpson
discusses Donne in relation tg medieval allegorists and emphasizes his

commitment to the "literal :sense" of Scripture; she argues that for Donne

the symbolic meaning of Scripture "did not replace the literal one--
rather, it interpreted and enriched the poor obscure fragments of

. . nl - ' L.
historical truth. Helen Gardner too comments upon Donne's principles
of exegesis, and notes particularly the primary importance to his reading
of Scripture of a literal sense which includes within it figurative and

. : 3 ' .. . ; '

parabolic senses. Donne’s principles of interpretation have been

studied by Dennis Quinn, who emphasizes Donne's indebtedness to medieval

2
s .4 . . . .
traditions of exegesis. More recently, Winfried Schleiner has pointed

out rhe important relationship between Donne's imagery -and medieval
' X X . 5°
hermeneutic, particularly that of Hugh of St. Victor.

Many commentators haﬁe, through their discussions of Donne's exegeti-
cal practice, addressed the question of whether Donne mayv be identified as
"medievalf in outlook, or whether he is best understood as "modern" and
forward-looking. Schleiner, Quinn and others have identified a strong
Augustinism in Donne's sermons, and argue for his still-firm attachment to

medieval and Catholic thought and spirituality.6 Other critics have chosen

L

to see in Donne g more strongly 'Renaissance' personality, and have em-

phasized the sense of the individual in Donne's sermons. W. Fraser

Mitchell recognizes medieval elements in the sermons, but argues too that

-
e

because ‘of his emphasis upon the application of his text to the individual

e

Donne also has affinities with Puritan preachers. Hitchell remarks on



Donne's "scrupulous attention to the rhetorical forms of the sacred text,"
-
and sets Donne apart from other metaphysical preachers because he used his -
eloquence to persuade and not merely to Embellish.7 Charles Coffin sees in
Donne a "predisposition to disregard authority" and "an awareness of self as
the supremely important aﬁd interesting fact of life and the instrument of

our conceptions of divinity and truth"; Michael Moloney remarks on Donne’s
openmindedness toward the new science, but emphasizes that he was at the
same time "thoroughly amd unshakeably medieval in his cosmology," and

found himself caught in the conflict between medieval and Renaissance

. . 8 . . . e . ,
aesthetics and ethics. Gale Carrithers has identified in Donne an existen-—

.

tial outlook which is characterized by "the involvement of the whole man

in the religious situation,” and emphasizes corresponding existential themes
. 9 -

and structures in Donne's sermons.

Barbara Lewalski's recent insightful examination'of specifically -
Protestant influences on seventeenth-century literature sees Donne as
marking the;:beginning of a new poetics even while adhering to older
patterns of exegesis. Lewalski argues that Donne's regard for the eloquence
of Scripture and for the value of the literal words of his text reflects the
new Protestant focus on the historical, tvpological reading of Scripture and

. . : e D i0 -
on its application to the individual Christian. Elsewhere, Lewalski has
also pointed out how the very structure of Donne's sermons displays a
peculiarly Protestant outlook by embodying a Protestant form of meditation
. s . . 1" 1" : ll X
in which characteristically the "self" plays a central role.
L

Many interesting discussions of Donne's sermons have resulted, like

Lewalski's, from a perception of the specific relationship of the form of



Donne's prose to his theologicalcon&exts. John Chamberlin argues‘that
Donne's application of the principles of grammar, dialectic and rhetoric
demonstrates his rejection of contemporary Puritan sermon theory and his
T 12 -
affiliation with earlier commentators like Augustine. =~ A.C. Partridge,
on the other hand, insists that while Donne appeals to-the "literal
sense" of the traditional exegetical scheme, he in fact elaborates his
texts by a definitely modern imagination and intuition, and’ employs
poetic speech emotively to communicate his state of mind.l3
The extent to which Donne uses syntax and diction consciously to image
his and hig hearers' processes of thought has been demonstrated by Joan
Webber, who, like Lewalski, emphasizes the key role that the "self" plays
in Donne's sermons-as indicarive of aa emerging Renaissance awareness of
Ehe individual.l4 Other studies of Donne's sermons with an essentially
stylistic focus have been more coqcerned to account for Donne's use of
language and rhetoric in terms of his own characteristic themes and
emphases. Recently; Terry Sherwood has suggested how a number of recurring
paradigms in Donne's work may provide a way of understanding his
epistemology.l
Much, then, has beeg done to further our understanding of the ways
in which Donne's prose style relates to his assumptions about the nature
of his task, and to his perception of the‘relationship between man and
God and between man and the world around him. The quality of Donne's
~ 7
formal language as language, his diction as poetic and metaphoric, and
the imaging of his ideas in the particular forms of his speech, have been

.

demonstrated amply by analyses of various sermons. Donne's ideas about

~



.
%ghé specific forms of language, tpeir function, and their relation to
his {heoldgyi have not been so often noced.l6 Language mediates between
Donne and the writer of the text he interprets and between himself and
his congregation, but those words are of course received and translated
in different ways by different people. The great irony--and paradox--of
language .is, as Donne recognizes, that while it offers seemingly endless
possibilities for imaging and formulating meaning, all meaning is
inevitably compromised by the attempts to concret;ze it. Donne is aware
that even the language of his authoritative text, Scripture, is partial,
as is the ianguage of its interpreﬁer; any interpretation, then, any
translation of the text, will in some measure contain elements of mis-
interpretation and inaccurate translation of that meaning. .

That some degree of misinterpretation is f}QEigzﬁizﬁzéhaxnot,
however, cause Donne to abandon the task of ihterpretatiqn or to despair
of its value. On the contrary, his realization that linguistic formulae
are incomplete paradoxically confirms his assurance coacerning the complete-
ness of the truth that words seek to reflect, and intensifies his desire
to demonstrate that unifying truth.l7 The double nature of languapge-—that
it images truth and vet is not itself wholly true--is focussed particularly
for Donne by specific problems that face him as he interprets Scripture.
Po preach God's word is also, for Donne, to explore the mystery of wordé,
for by its very nature Scripture makes explicit the paradoxes of human
speech which so fascinate him. Christian tradition, of course, assumes
that the author of all of Scripture is, in a2 mor¢ than metaphoriéhl sense,

God himself. Yet the literal transmission of the words of Scripture is



through human agents, human authors who wrote individual books and letters
which are "Scripture" and which co&form to its generic description, but
which are also expressive of such various modes of speech as, for example,
historical narrative, prophetic oracle, and pastoral epistle. For Donne
each of these modes manifests both the inadequacies of the form that

human specech gives to truth and the unimpeachable (if unseen) word of

God that underlies and unifies all of Scripture's human writings. For
the Christian tradition, within which Doane stands, the stakes are very
thgh, for deformed as it may be by man's words, the truth of Scripture
srill is the veice of God himself, and thus must not be mistaken or
. 1
misheard.
The assumption that z2ll of Scripture is expressive of both the
voice of God and the voices, of men substantially complicates the task of
its interpretation. The authority of any genre of human writing is of
course to be weighed and questioned; the authority of the genre "Scripture,”
God's writing, is unimpeachable. 1Is it possible then to construct a valid
-
interpretation, to discern the authoritative voice of God--as Scripture's
interpreter must—-when in the same rext -there are various and sometimes
conflicting human authorities? For Donne, the answer to this is "yes":
even as one reads what is literally a single text, it is still possible
. "
to acknowledge two authors and even two or more levels of discourse.
Donne relies upon the properties of Scripture, properties which are not
necessarily "written into" the text but which are taken on faith. He e
recognizes that the ambiguities of the Scriptural text as it is before

him, its enigmas, paradoxes and even apparent contradictions, pertain to



and are expressive of the mode of the individual text, but that textual
difficulties such as these do not bear upon or threaten the intrinsic

unity of Scripture's truth.

£

The traditional paradigm constructed by interpreters to acknowledge
Scripture's ambiguities and its dual authorship was of course that of
. .20
allegorical exegesis. To embark here upon a discussion of the
complicated history of exegesis of the Bible in terms of levels of meaning
would be only to repeat what has been discussed so ably and thoroughly

21 : ‘
before.” It is impossible, however, to avoid introducing into cthis

study the related problems of literalism and literal readings of Scripture,

for Donne's traditional assumption that the truth of Scripture is essen-

.

tially unified carries with it the implication that no Scriptural text

can be understood merely by its "letter," in isolation from other Scriptural
/
Lexts. !

By Donne's time the principles'of allegbrical in:erpreta:ioh, which

sought to extrapolate from texts their reclationship to other texts and
other {often eccentric) paradigms of Christian teaching, had long been
subjgct to abus;; and certainly the Reformation's renewed emphasis upon a
historical interpretation of Scripture was a much-aeeded corrective to
those often absurd excremes.22 But strict adherence to the letter of

the text—;particularly when, as Donne points out, it is a human "letter"
speaking of divinme truth--can also become tyrannous, and can result in
equally absurd literalistic extremes. Donne appeals to the "literal

sense' of Scripture often, but for him "literal" is more than a technical

term in an exegetical scheme committed to a search for levels of meaning.

o



No¥ does Donne allow that medieval fourfold scheme to circumscribe his
"figurative interpretations of Scripture, which recognize the variations
in the modes of Scriptural speech and explore the different facets of
language with all their éomplexities and inadequacies. For Donne, no

text can be schematized successfully by either a literalist or an
allegorist, for no paradigm, no single form, can fully account for the
enigmatic nature of Scriptural speech.

The same variation in modes of speech within the unity of Scripture
which gave rise to the allegorical schemes of exegesis provides Donne
with an opportunity to consider the complexity of‘language as he inter-
prets $cripture for his congregation. As a way of grouping Donne's )
sermons and focussing on the particular questions about language and
rhetoric drawn to the fore by particular Scriptural modes, I have clas-
sified Scripture into five modes. Chapter II examines Donne's inter-
pretation of 0ld Testament historical narratives; Chapter III is con-
cerned with Donne's response to the piographical narratives of the New
Testament gospels; Chapter IV discusses vonne's interpretation of some of
the poetic wisdom literature of the 0ld Testament; Chapter V is concerned
with his treatment of the essentially discursive and expository New
Testament epistles; and Chapter VI examines Donne's interpretations of
"Scripture’s prophetic, oracular texts, of which there are both Old and
New Testament examples.

In preaching on texts within each of these modes, Donne found himself

confronting central questions about the nature of Scriptural language,

questions which arise in part directly out of the particular characteristics



and concerns of the mode. The 0ld and New T?stament narrative forms--
history and gospel--imply questions about "story'" and about how stories
which are also Scri;ture are to be understood both as signs and as them-
selve§ historical truth. Wisdom literature, particularly the confessional
¥«
psalms, with which many of Donne's sermons on wisdom texts are concerned,
questions how a highly compressed and metaphoric form éf speech may speak
of God by revealing and interpreting the poet's self. The New Testameqt
epistles, on the other hand, address the question of language as proposi-
tional argument, and suggest the limitations aﬁd the capabilities of
rational discourse. The prophetic books place perhaps the greatest demand
upon language, for, by speaking of that which is mysteriously outside the
realm of human experience, they ask questions about how to use words o
image things which are unknown and in some sense unknowable by man in his
present state.
:

I have made no attempt in my discussion to survey theuentire corpus
of Donne's sermons. Rather I have, for each of the five modes, chosen
sermons from Donne's canon which are exemplary of his method of interpreta-
tion and rhetoric, and whose texts invite consideration of their own mode
of speech. [hroughout his sermons, by his senmsitivity to the varying forms
of Scriptural speech, Donne demonstrates that cach of these forms is but
a form, and is in the last analyvsis inadequate, expressing only partial
glimpses of a central.and unvarying truth. Donne's acknowledgement of the
double nature of Scripture aad of the double nature of language--that they
both create and resolve tensions, reveal and conceal truth--underlies his

v

entire rhetorical strategy.
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Because he acknowledges the final inadequacy of language, Donne
is able to circumvent the serious interpretive hazard of allowing one's
own prejudiceé and perceptions so to dominate that the resulting inter-
pretation is but’ an abuse of the text. If the language of the text itself
is but a parrial reflectioaiof truth, then the language of the interpreter

I
must be even more so, and thus any claim an interpreter may make to offer
an authoritative reading must be qualifigd by his admission of the limita-
tions of hi; perception and of the form he gives to it. Any narrowly
literalistic regding 0f a text which claims to be the single definitive
reading, then, would be, according to Donne'é categories, a misconstruction
of the text, and a misconception of the interprecer's bwn role as
interpreter. Donne, as an interpreter of Scripture, stands before his
congregation not as an authority, nor as a censor through whom only the
appropriate readings are filtered. When he preaches, Donne is very much
a2 "translator,'" standing between his text and his.audience and mediating
that text to them.

To translate from one language to another is to take one set of farms
and change them into another set, one which reflects with integrity that
which is signified by the first set, and which will be apprehended more
easily than that first set by the ones for whose sake the translation is
being made. When Donne translates the form of Scripture's meaning into
other, analogous forms, he takes on a twofold task which demands both a
sensitivity to the integrity of the text and its meaning, and also a

consideration of the problem of the form of the text and of his own words

about it. All interpretation seeks to recognize and discuss the coatent
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il

of a text, but Donne seldom confines his_attention to content; recurreantly
he addresses himself to the manner of Scripture's discourse. Interpretation
that is translation, like Donne's,responds-not only to what a text says but.
also to how it says-those thiags, to what kind of language it uses, and to

. 5 N
how successfully that langdage mediates truth.

‘<Because it is by nature mediatory, interpretation that is consciously
rranslation is also consciously oriemted toward its audience. The
rhetoric of Donne's translations, like the rhetoric of Scripture itself,
is directed not only toward effecting an immediate audience reaction
but also toward calling up in the members of that audience an ongoing
response to and participation in the demands of the text. Translation of
the text alQays seeks transformation of the text: by offering alternate
forms, analogues and paraphrases of old forms, Donne's translations
acknowledge the transiency of form, and look ahead to tpe future possibility
of transformation in which 2ll forms will become new., There is also in
Donne's scrmons a corresponding desire for the transformation of his
audience, that through his translation of a .text they may be inclined
to listen in a new‘way to the voice of that text. For Denne, to interpret
the text of Scripture is always to interpret also himself and his hearers,
the context into which--and for the sake of which--that text is spoken.

At some level, of course, Donrne's interprectation of Scripture--his

exegetical method--raises questions primarily doctrinal gnd theological.
But his treatment of the &iff;ring modes of speech which appear in -

Scripture (and which appear too in all wrtitings and all texts), and his

recognition of the diversity of Scripture’s human authors and thelr ways
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of speaking truth, demand that we consider Donne's literary concerns in
the sermons as no less important than his theologicai ones. That Donne

is concerned to speak of the literary quality of Scripture naturally
reflects his poetic sensibilities, but it is also an integral expression
of his basic assuﬁptions about theology and epistemology, about God,

And about how man is to seek knowledge of him. Donne's interpré;ations

of his texts=--his translations of them--emerge not from abstract questions
about doctrine and the nature of God, nor from theoretical debates

abﬁuc the nature of interpretation, but from the very words of the text
before him, words common to all human speech, by which and from which

all theology and all doctrine are made,
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Donne's definition of the literal sense echoes the latter:

that also is not the literall, which the letter seems to
present, for so to diverse understandings there might be
diverse literall senses; but it is called literall,fto
distinguish it from the Morall, Allegoricall, and the other
senses; and is that which the Holy Ghost doth in that

place principally intend.

{Essays in Divinity, ed. Evelyn M. Simpson [bxford: Clarendon Press,

l95ﬂ 40). See also Gardner, "Limits of Literary Criricism" 137, and the

discussion of Donne and the meaning of "literal,' Chapter VI below.

Lewalski, in Protestant Poetics, argues that the Protestant

reliance on Augustine recognizes his view that art may be used according
to Scriptural models and principles, and that seventeenth-century writers

were conscious imitators of Scripture's speech (214ff.).



Chapter I1

Story as Image:

Donne and the Interpretation of Scriptural History

Thou art so truth, that thoughts of thee suffice,
To make dreames truths; and fables histories.

"The Dreame"

Scripture's books of history provide Donme with a particularly
clear focus for the interpretive problems résulting from the diversity
of language and modes of speech within Scfipture. Biblical historical
narrativeg,such as that of Genesis, recount incidents and episodes of
" the past and--like any history--refleét their own set of presuppositions
about the significance of those temporal events. In this case, such

presuppositions are determined primarily by the fact that these histories

-
are also "Scripture," and are complicated further by the dual authorship

g%at Christian interpretive tradition assumes for Scriptural history.

To speak of Genesis, for example, as a "history" is to acknowledge
that it is in some sense a factual account of past events, and Donne
insists that this is a nécessary acknowledgement. To treat Genesis as
less than historically wvalid and to ignore its literzl sense, he writes,
is "dangerous, because if we do so there, we have no history of the

Creation of the forld im any other place to stick to" (VI, 62). At the
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same time, however, the events of the creation as recounted 'in Genesis
are not histdrically verifiable, nor can they be ;valuated in relation
to other accounts of the same occurrences. That one of the authors of
Scriptural history is God, whose authority is unquestionable, removes
the need to verify the truth of the creation narrative. The question
facing Donne as he interprets Genesis, however, remains one of how

it is possigle to read a single text in terms of two different auvthors.
To interpret such 2 text, Donne‘recognizes that he must interpret events
which have occurred in the past and yet which also are occurring--
manifesting and recreating meaning--in the present. e must find a
way to speak of that which is itself spoken obliquely, and-in so doing

he explores the very nature of the histeorical events which appear in

Scripture both as‘related by man and as translated by God himself.

l. The History of Creation: Speaking of the Dark Piaces

(Gehesis 1:2, St. Paul's, Whitsunday 1629)

Of Donne's extant sermons, three are expositions of texts from the

first chapter of Genesis, a passage he refers to as ''this history, this
mystery of the Creation™ (IX, 94). These three sermons will form the basis

- . 1 . . l . . -
for my discussion of Donne's treatment of Scriptural history. His explicit
acknowledgement of the relationship between "history” and "mystery," an
acknowledgement which is highlighted particularly by the creation narratives,
signals his concerns about language and interpretation. Donne is inter-

ested always in discovering principles for the 'exposition of darke



places" (IX, 95)--such as the story of the world's cfeation--and in
how té express the meaning of those "darke places" without compromising
their essential mystery.

Donne's introduction to a Whitsunday sermon on Genesis 1:2--"And
the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters'--is a "generall
consideration" of the kind of mystery found in this text (IX, 92-95).2 lie
appeals to Augustine in this section and quotes.and paraphrases extensively
from books twelve and thirteen of the Confessions, which discuss Genesis

chapter one. Augustine too found it difficult to understand this

text; he loments, "Scripsit Moses & abiit, a little Moses hath said, and

alas he is goneh (Ix, 9«’4).3 But, Donnre points out, although Augustine
"found, that divers senses offered themselves, he did not doubt of
finding the Truth" (IX, 94). Augustine assumes that there is an
essential unity of truth, and that God, who is "Truth it selfe," under-

lies all the "divers senses” assigned to the words of the text by

N

human interpreters. Donne paraphrases Augustine's resolution of inter-

pretive disagreements:

since divers senses, arise out of these words, and all
true, Quid mihi obest, si aiiud ego sensero, guam sensit
2lius, eum sensisse, qui scripsit? Whar hurt followes,
though I follow another sense, then some other man takes
to be Moses sense? for his may be a true 'sense, and.so
may mine, and neither be Moses his ... Where divers’ senses
arise, and all true, (that is, that none of them oppose™
the truth} let truth agree them. But what is Truth? "~ God.

(IX, 94-3)

These Augustinian principles of interpretation, Donne concludes, lead to

a "liberty of reading Scriptures according to the Law of liberty; that is,

S~



23

charitably to leave others to their liberty, if they but differ from us,
and not differ from Fundamentall Truths” (IX, 95). Because they assert
the existence of "Fundamentall Truths," Augustine and subsequent inter-

preters in his tradition are able to proceed with assurance through

- . . yi
the bewildering array of readings and glosses upon their texts.

Donne too relies upon this "law of liberty”" as he interprets
Genesis 1:2 for his congregation in the Whitsunday sermon. By choosing

not to preach on the more "timely" New Testament account of Pentecost

»

events and instead speaking of the "spirit of-God" moving upon the face
of the waters at the beginning of time, he.is introducing the troubled

issue of the relation betwen the "literal™ obr historical reading of an
»

1

event and its "spiritual" significance. Donne explicitly raises this

issue in his statement that he intends to discuss the text,

first, literally in the first, and then spiritually
in the second Creation; first how the Holy Ghost
moved upohgthe face of the Waters in making this
world for ts, And then how he moves upeon the face of
the Waters againe, in making us for the other world.
(IX, 93)

In the word s of this Scripture, as he reads them and as he translates

them for his hearers, Donne sees that "history'" and "mystery" converge

/

5
and are one. -

’
¥

For Donne, as for Augustine, the fundamental .insight upon which a
valid interpretation of such a text is to be built is that all under-

standing is given by God, and that different interpreters may be given

different measures of understanding at different times. As long as
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charity is served, and as long as an interpretation Jagrees with

other Trgths, that are evident in other places of Scripture” (I, 95),

diversity in the precise interpretation of’a passage is not a problem.

Such diversity is simply a condition that prevails for the interpreta-

tion of texts which are at best opaque. Though trends in interpretation
>

and interpretive principles.change, God, who "hast writ nothing to no

purpose” and who "wouldst be understood in all: But not in all, by all

men, at all times,"

never changes (IX, 94). Echoing the words of,
Augustine, Donne writes that God is "the light of mine eyes, in this
dark inquisition™ (IX, 94), "the light, that enlightned every man,

any man, that comes into this world" (IX, 95).6 Therefore, he asks,
"Why should any man presse me, to give him the trué sense of Moses here,
or of the holy Ghost, in any darke place of Scripture?” (IX, 95). It

is possible, Donne writes,.to find "a true sense of any place” (IX, 95),
but the true sense, the Truth itself, is only in-God, and man's speech

about God is for now only a single truth, which may differ from other

single truths--but which images too the underlying unity of all truth.

2. The Making of Man (Genesis 1:26, To the King,

at Courr, April 1629)

Genesis 1:26, which describes the creation of man by God, has

become the locus classicus for discussions of man as maker and as user

of words: "And God said, Let us make man, in our image, after our

likeness.” In the two sermons Donne preached on this verse, he uses its
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few words as the basis for an entire systematic and ethical theology.
He discusses the nature of God as the triune Creator, the nature of man
as fallen creature, the image of God in him as man's consolation, and
Christ, himself the very image of God, as man's redemption. This
dgtailed construction is not, for Donne or for the interpretive tradition
in which he stands, merely vain or ornate elaboration of a single point.
it is instead his response to the demands of the genre with witich he 1is
wofking: the very nature of Scriptural history requires that its
interpreter recognize its words and stories as reflections of its divine
authorship, myvsteriously encompassing all truth; The entire history of man—-
that which is the source of his identity in the present--is summarized
in this text. By expanding the few words of Genesis 1:26 into an
extended exposition, Donne is not digressing or drawing other meanings
into the text; he is translating it, rendéring in other—-and in this
case, more detailed--forms that which is already in the Scriptural text.
Donne preached both of his sermons on Genesis 1:26 in the spring
of 1629, before tiie Xing at Court (IX, 47-91). Since, as Evelyn Simp;on
remarks, the two sermons ""form a carefully plonned whole,” I shall here
consider them as single work in four sections.8 Donne begins by
explaining that eadh word of Genesis 1:26 designates a "quarter of the
world," and he or§mnizes the sermon arounc zn e¢laborate metaphor in which
interpretation and Christian knowledge become a voyage for whose” bounds
the' four essential points of doctrine--the four subdivisions of his
sérmon--constitute the east, west, north and south (IX, 49). "3y

application, by fair, and just accommodation of the words,'' Donne
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illustrates how in this text, "we have the whole world in contemplation”
-

(IX, 49).
Many other histories of the world and theories and myths about its

origins*have of course been written, but Donne points out the uniqueness

of the Genesis narrative. For,

if a Livv or a Quicciardine, or such extensive and
voluminous authors, had had this story in hand, God
must have Mmade another world, to have made them a
Library to hold their Books, of the making of this
world. Into what Wire would they have drawn out this
earth? Into what leafe-gold would they have beate out
these heavens? .

(IX, 47-8)

Even the volumes that are written as commentaries upon Moses! account

of Creation are, writes Donne, themselves "scarce lesse then infinite,"”

and perhaps '"clogge the world with unnecessary books' (IX, 48). Moses'
words are unique among all other histories and commeataries upon histories,
~not merely because they are brief and without elaborate detail, but because
in their brevity and simplicity they contain meanings "scarce lesse then
infinite," the "gold” of which Donne speaks, not yet beaten out into
the "leaf" with which books are decorated.

The worth of Moses' words and the weaith of meanings they‘ébntain
are inestimable. Donne c¢alls them a "frame" which gives structuré and

form and context to all history and zll language:

never such a frame, so soon set up, as this, in this

- Chapter. TFor, for the thing it selfe, there is no
other thing to compare it with. For it is All, it is
the whole world. And for the time, there was no other
time to compare it with, for this was the beginning
of time.

(IX, 47)

-



27

Donne is speaking literally here of the immensity of the created uni-
verse to which the rext refers, but he is also suggesting something
about the very words of tR€ Gemresis narrative. When Moses wrote of the
creation, he wrote (as it were) exX nihilo, having neither time nor évent
with which to compare it, because the creation was itself ﬁhe very
beginning éf time and of temporal event.9 Moses' words are truthful,
says Donne, because "the holy Ghost hovered upon him," and because‘he

wrote conscious of his status as a man in the image of God. Donne

illustrates this with a series of parallels:

-

God did no more but say, let this and this be done;
And Moses does no more but say, that upon Gods saying
it was done. God required not nature to help him to
do it: Moses required not reason to help him to b%
beleeved. The holy Ghost hovered upon the waters, and
s0 God wrought: The ‘holy Ghost hovered upon Moses too,
and so he wrote.

(IX, 48)

Donne's play upon "wrote" and "wrought" underscores the anq&ogy: God's

action in creating the world by his word, "Fiat," is imaged in Moses'

action of writing about thdt creatio

%nd, in turn, Moses' writing is
so like creation that his words have beco authoritative for the
Christian tradition.

For Donne and his tradition, Moses' words are inspired Scripture,
and as such are not only words abour God but are also ”God's-wosﬂs,” set
apart from the ordinary words of ordinary men. Yet, because the making
and using of language is itself a reflection of God's creative act, and

because every man is a reflection of God, even the attempts of an ordinary

man to speak of God are assumed to derive directly from God, from a



timeless beginning_;hqt human experience cannot fully comprehend.

:
Subsequent writers speak about God, using language as Moses did, but

" these must speak always after Moses and after his commentators, in the
light of what has been said and thought about those first words. This
. multiplication of words and books; the beating out of gold into the
thinness of leaf, causes an increasiég distance between God's creative
Word and man's languag@\ahgut still the analogy holds: Méses' words
are like God's words, and in the same way ghe words of faithful men are,
too, like God's words. |

Donne extends this analogy later in the sermon when he. turns to
discuss the role of 'the preacher in ministering to fallen man. He
explains that God speaks "to the Angels of the Church, to his Ministers;
he says Faciamus, Let us, us both tegether, you and we, make a man; join
mine Ordinance (your preaching) with my Spirit, (says God to us) and so
make man" (IX, 58). But the "making of man" which God and the preacher
effect togecher, as Donne sees it, is not at all like the "making of man"
Moses describes in Genesis 1:126. The preacher is called to "make man'
with God, not to create man but to recreate him, to aid in'redeeming him
from the fall in whiqh'he wilfully unmade himself.10 And just as the
preacher secks to draw his hearers to be shaped anew according to the
image in which they were first made, so too he shapes his words inr such
a way as.to reflect the analogics between men's words and God:s Word.

It is his assurance that these analogies hold that causes Donne

to state concerning the Creation that "there is no other thing to comparéﬂ

it with," and then, in defiance of his own logical conclusion, to present

- -
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a series of parallel explanations and comparisons. The phrase "that
earth" appears six times in an extended parallel construction that
comprises<one long sentence. In this construction, Donne moves from
the past, in which for thousands of years men could not discern the form
of the eartﬁ, through the present, in which men had just been able to
“"compasse” it, toward the future, in which Donne foresees that the earth
will noclonger have places "unpeopled" (IX, 47). He then moves to a
different kind of comparison, remafking that even to "cast it all but
into a Mappe" (another similitude) takes many months. To build a garden
on an actual plot of earth takes. many years, and to speculate upon the
possibility of countless‘worlds and the "manifold Sphears of the Planets,
and the Starres" is to invite a never-ending labour. Then, after
expanding these comparisons through a series of parallel propositions

)
concerning the realms of tiﬁe and space, Donne returns to the bare
simpiiciﬁy of the. Genesis narrative, with Moses' few syllables describing
God's six days of creation. The whole world, Donne reminds his hearers, is
contained in these few words (IX, 47). liis responsibility as a preacher
remains; however; he must learn to tramslate these words by constructing

analagies and comparisons as he seeks to 'make men" by rendering God's

word intelligible to them.ll

i, The East: Man and the Making of Language

Donne's exposition of Genesis 1:26 beglns with the "Eastz," the

compass point at which, he says, "this world beganne; the Creation was

»
in the east” (IX, 50). And, he adds, '"there our next world beganne too,"
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for Christ, God's son, rose in the east to his "Pinacle,” "his
exaltation (as himselfe calls it) the Crosse" (IX, 51). The word ~
"faciamus'" then is to be understood as having at least two significa-

tions, one relating to the historic first creation and the other to
. . e 12
the second, the recreation and redemption of man by Christ's sacrifice.

Echoing a well-worn exegetical point, Donne alsc explains that the

1

single word "faciamus," because it is in the firsc person plural, is a

o o . .
"manifestation of the Trimity" (IX, 51). The "three clements, which -

God is" form the "Subject of supernaturall philosophy, Divinity," and

. /'}"
=2 . Ty
so, Donne explains, .they are the elements "(if we may so speake) which

4

is, constitute God, notifie God to us, Father, Sonne,

make God; that
-and holy Ghost' (IX, 51). God is (in this gqualified sensé) made for
man through language in that man's words may express and reflect his
nature. Donne writes that the Trinity is "the first lecter in his

Adphabetr, that eve thinks co-read his name in the book of life™ (IX,

- -

51). The Trinity “is.so essential to man's vocabulary, Domne continues,
that all experience, knowledge and learning are meaningldss without it,

£6r "he hath not learnt to spel, that hath not learnt the Trinity"
(IX, 51). The success of man's attempts to speak truth depends not

 upon how much he knows, but upon what he knows: the unadorned and

R . -

“unléarned simplicizty of "faciamus" will alwavs confound the expectacions

-~ -

o . . .
of "extensive and voluminous authors,” in part at least because it is that
simplicity of speech, with ics-lack of attempt to explicate and analyze,

that makes the rtext mysterious.

As he continues his discussion of the text's evidence for the.
- &
s .
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Trinity, Domne again appeals to a distinctively Scriptural logic and

sense of chronology when he argues that the Genesis 1:26 "faciamus"
is the Bible's first intimation of the Trinity, despite the fact that
the word used for "God" in verse one of the same chapter, "Dii" or

"Bara Elohim," implies a plurality in God.13 He writes:

though we read 'that in that first verse, before this
in the twenty sixth, yet Moses writ that, which is in
. the beginning of this chapter, more then two thousand
years after God spake this, that is in our text: so
long was Gods plurall, before Moses his plurall; Gods
Faciamus, hefore Moses Dara Elchim .° So that in this
text, beginnes our Catechisme.

(IX, 537)

Note that Donne takes Tgégg Elohim" as Moses' words, but "Faciamus"

as God's word; that is, Donne is implying here that when Moses traﬁ—
scribed God's speech, he literally transcribed it. "Faciamus," “Let us
make," is God‘s_formulation and not Moses', a formulation made two
thousand years before Moses came to narrate the events.

Donné pushes this insight to its limit, eventually arguing that
Genesis 1:26 is prior to Genesis l:1, even though logically, in the
course of writing‘a narrative, Moses would have had to write verse one
before verse‘;yenty-six.. Donne's logic is, however, perfectly consistent.
He assumes ffom the beginnidg.that God's word stood--and continues to
stand—-independent of Moses' words. Thus, for Donne the interpreter and
user of Scriptural language, time and temporal logic are to be seen.as

relative not to man's (or Moses') chronology, but to God and to the order

. \ 14 - s . .
of his creative Word. = Man's "making" of his own understanding through

language is always and only dépendent upon God's prior making of him.

-

[\



FE

32

. .
The notion that it is by his speech that man is able to ''make"
meaning is one to which Donne returng repeatedly in this sermon. For

example, still in his discussion of the Trimity, he writes that

the root of all is God. 3But it is not the way to ‘
receive fruics, to dig to the root, but to reach

to the boughs. I reach for my Creation to the Father,
for my Redemption to the Sonne, for my sanctification
to the holy Ghost: and so I make the knowledge of God,
a Tree of life unto me.

(IX, 52)

Quite literally, by his very words, Donne is "making" thé?knowledge of
God a tree of life when he establishes that very metaphor, beginning

with "the root of all is Ged." The clearest iconographical echo here
P :

i§ pf Genesis 2:9 which describes the two distinctive trees God placed
‘%E/ﬁhe garden.of Eden. Again Donne makes explicit the distinction
between, on the one hand, God's making of the world, of man, Eden, and
the tree of life which stood in that garden, and, on the other, the

recreation of man, who after the fall regains paradise only by his

acceptance of God's grace in Christ. In the first paradise, as Scripture'

tells it, the knowledge of God was a tree of life: because of man's

'
~

fall, that knowledge careto be mediated through Cod's word and through
men's words, and so the "tree of life" in Genesis becomes instead an

image of life and a metaphoric structure by which man can describe the
) .

triune nature of God..

Another metaphor Dordne uses to speak of the Trinity is that of a

"geale," an "impression" and even the "specifique forme' set upon man in

.

the "Faciamus" which is simultaneously the word and the act by which God

made man in his image (IX, 34). As he did with the "tree of life"

~
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metaphor, Donne speaks both of the past first creation of man and of
his present redemption as a new creation. The very same '"seale," that
of the Trinity, is "re-imprinted upon us, in $ur second Creation, our

Regeneration, in Baptisme, (Man is Baptized In the name of the Father,

of the Sonne, and of the holy Ghost)" (IX, 54). This re-imprinting of
God's seal is effected through the speaking of the name of the triune
God in baptism: again, language may "make" men, but this making depends
upon that 'specifique forme" which already is there in man, imprinted
by God ;n the first creation.ls The sacramental speaking of God's

triune name images God's making of man by his word, put at the same

time it depends for its cfficacy not upon the magigal speaking of a

name, but upon God's prior word.

1 L

Donne goes on to distinguish 'mames,” which embody man's creation

of his world, from "formes,”

which only God can mak;::..l6 He does this
by explaining wﬁy it is that although thei{ belief in the Trinity
marks the "distinctive ciaracter' of Christions and sets them apart {rom
pagan agnd Jew,.they are not called "rrinitarians.” Donne eﬁplains that
the Trinity is the Christians' form, but not their name; they are called
"Christians" because "the name of Christ iavolv'd all,” and thus Yin
the profession of Christ, the whole Trinity is professed" (IX, 55). A
name denominates or identifies, but it can only utter what is already

‘
there, in the form which God made: the name "Christ" implies the whole
rdoctrine of the Trinity, the basic form God imprinted dpon marn.

For Donne, as for-the Scripture he interprets, when man names he

is to do so as an imitation and reflection of a pattern which already
~
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stands. God himself created according‘xq_;bfﬁ paradigm, for, as Donne
explains, at creation, for everything that God made, "he saw it was good;
good because it answered the pattern, the Image; good, because.it was
like to that" (IX, 74). That is, the pattern, the Image which is already
in God'g mind, is the standard by which all created things were evaluated,
and is for man the standard by which the analﬁgies he makes using names
and words are to be judged. Donne writes that "the name and profession
of a Christian, is but a superficiall outside, sprinckled Gpon my face in
Baptisme ... if I have not in my heart, a sense of the holy Ghost'" (IX, 56).
If the form is not consciously invoked, then the name does not speak
trulyv. When Adam named the beasts, Donne points out, he named truly, for
this a2ct was a symbol of his athority over them and a symbel of his
faculty of understanding, which is the image of the Father: only because
the image of God was in him could Adam name "every creature according to : -
the nature thereof.”l7 Donne reminds his hearers again and again thﬁt
language is never primary creaiion; if it speaks truth, it is always
secondary, a response to and a translacion of the form given it and its
speaker Sy their Creator.

One of the models by which Donne explains the operation of human

language as an image of God's creative word is that of synecdoche, the

figure of speech "by which a more comprehensive term is used for a less

comprehensive or vice versa" (OED). '"Christ," then, is a synecdoche which
stands for the whole of the triune God. In the same way, the sign of the

cross is "an abridgement, and a Catechisme of the whole Christian Religion'--

as, presumably, the Catechism 1is arn abridgement of the complexities of



35

Chyistian doctrine (IX, 56). Genesis 1:26, as Donne has pointed.out, is
itself an abridgement of the whole body of Christian tégching, and it
speaks in a kind of language which is itself an abridgement of that
employed by "extensive and voluminous" human authors. The name "Christian
is in turn a shorthand expression for a whole set of beliefs, and the
catechism a short form of an involved system of thought and doctrine.
Donne's synecdochal model, however, which demonstrates again and
again that the part may stand for: the whole, is not merely a syntactical
convenience; it is qualified and made distinctive by the fact thar it
turns upon a strongiy incarnational Christology. Christ is in name the
"abridgement of the Trinity,” the expression of unity and diversity
resolved, but he is so also in his form. He said of himself, "I have
manifested thy npame unto the men which thou gavest me"" (John 17:6):
as the Son, he both is the image of the Father and manifestly is the
Father, is God. Christ both images.the pattern and is the pattern: he
is the form, the word and wisdom (the Logos) of God, and he is also the
figure, the perfect shape that issues from that form. Donne's dis-
cussion of the operation of the languape of His text relies upon his dual
perception of synecdoche and incarnation, in which the part may stand
for the whole, not only as a figure of speech, but as a reflection of
the very form of truth. Donne's language, in turn, which employs its
own witty shorthand .and metaphoric conceits, reflects this same view of
language, that because language is like creation, modelled after the few
words God spoke in that creatiom, even its éimplest and briefest

formulations may image many things and translate a manifold truth.

7
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ii.. The West: Naﬁing as Making

In the second point of the compass, "our West," Donne expands this

synecdochal structure, in which parts imply larger structures of meaning,

' and Scripture's

by diséuséing the next word of his text, ''Hominem,'
various names for man. Donne counts four Hebrew names for man, and

"of these foure, three doe absolutely carry misery in their significations”
(IX, 61): "Ish" denotes that man is but a sound or a noise{ "Enosh"

means misery or even oblivion; and "Gheber" is the word for man used by

the prophet who wrote "I am the man that hath seen affliction, by the

rod of God's wrath" (IX, 62; Lam. 3:1). . The first name of man, however,

is Adam, "red earth," and this, Donne savs, is "the name to which every
man must refer himselfe, and call himselfe by" (IX, 62).

Donne's whole stcussion of the meaning of Hominem is an elaborate
expansion of the name Adam, and he begins by using a series of para;lel
metaphors to illustrate how a name may define the relationship between
the namer and the named. He writes, echoing the asso;iation of man with

' that "man is but an earthen vessell. 'Tis true, but when we

"rfed earth,’

are upon :ha; consideration, God is the Potter“'(IX, 62). He continues,

.”I dm as well content to be a sheep, as a Lion, so God will be my Shepheard:
\

and the Lord is my shepheard: To be a Cottage, as a CAstle, sd God will

bé the builder ... To be Rye, as Wheate, so God will be the husbandman"

(IX, 63). Man's_underlying form, the image of God and the relaéionship

to God that that form imprints upen him, does not change, though the names

by which man is called do vary. A series of metaphors, like the ones

.
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Donne here invokes, underscores this poinf: *nothing can precisely express
or manifest the relationshié between man and God, but a number of other
relationships are likeiit, and so Donne applies the Scriptural‘meéaphors
of vessel, sheep, building and grain as a way of imagihg what he has

named as man's "intrinsique forme," the imago Qgi.;

When he comes to discuss‘the signification of man's name, '"red
earth,” Donne draws attention ﬁo the importance of discerning its
metaphoric senses, and he opené by ‘addressing his ;udience directly in
the words of Genesis 3:19, "Pulvis es, Thou art earth." le reminds his
hearers that, as earth is one of the four elements that'make up all
- matter, man is literally made of earth; for "God made man of earth, not
of ayre, not of fire" (IX, 63}. In death, too, man is literally earth,
land at that point hi§ name no lonper matters,whether it ,was Adam or
Enosh, lord or slave, for even by the epitaph, one cannot "know which
is the dust it speakes of, if another have been laid before, or after,

- in the same grave" (IX, 63). Donne speaks here in strongly visual terms,

and it is evident that, for him, God;s acrually and historically having S
formed man by his own hands from the dust of the ground is as much a part

of the truth of man's'name "earth" as aré any of its figurative and

homiletic interpretations. : .

. ~ - LS
. N

[y

Donne follows this literal reading of the text with an eloquent

/7 L]
and poetic discussion of its metaphoric and figurative implications. The

earth of which man is made is red, he explains, with "a rednesse that
amounts to a shamefastnesse, to a blushing at-our own infirmities" (IX,

64). There is also a second redness to this earth, that of the blood of

- . . .y
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God's son: '"so we were red earth in the hands of God, as fedness denotes
our generall infirmities, and as redness denotes the bloud of his Sonne,-
our Saviour, all have both" (IX, 64). The redness of the earth from thch
Donne understands that man quite literally was made is, then, not only
a descriptive detail. That literal fact of the earth's redness is
‘ .

itself a signification of both guilt ané blood, but, as Donne hastens to
explain, "the bloud of our own souls, by sinne, was not upon us, when we
were in the hands of God" (IX, 65). The redness of Adam, then, the
evidence of his need for grace and redemption by Christ, was upon him at
his creation and his naming--but it was not imprinted upon him as was hi;
form, the imago dei. Importantly, Adam's redness, which is part of his
very name, is not a predetermination of his fall; it is only a fore-
shad.owing.18

This distinction between foreordination and foreshadewing is crucial,
for Donne, for {t permits him to maintain that names do neot determine:
they can only image what is af}eady there in the form. The form God gave
to man included free will--and thus the potential for fall--and so he gave

man a name to accord with that form, a name which speaks of -both fall

and redemption, the literal, historic crecation of man from the stuff of

earth and his metaphoric reCQEQtion by Christ. The fine distinction be-

tween foreordination and foreshadowing, which allows that a thing (like

] ? .

red earth) may signify (but not dictate) something which has not yet
occurred, is one whose blurring figurative interpretation always risks.
Conventional, temporal logic cannot penetrate this kind of history and

this kind of language, and so in this sermon Doane insists that it is
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only through unconventional notions of time that Scriptural history can
be ﬁnderstood.lg |

Donne goes further in expanding the notion of Scriptural history
and how dt relates to Scripture's names and other figurative languége
when he moves into a more fully poetic mode of interpretation, very

20

much in the tradition of medieval spiritual exegesis. In this passage
Donne describes ﬁhe whiteness and purity of Christ, moving back and forth
between the 0ld and New Testaments in order to illustrate ghe iconography
of'both white and red. He cites, for example, the bride's words from the
Canticle of Canticles, that '"my beloved is white and ruddy," and then
refers'toAthe prophecy of Isaiah in which God's servant finds his garments
stained and says "I have trodden the winepress alone,” "all the redness,
all the bloud of the whole world is upoﬁ me'' (IX, 65=6; Cant. 5:10; Is.63:1).

By constructing his prose in such a way that one reference flows
into another, Donne makes the Bridegroom and the one with stained garments
and Christ all one, subtly linking wine and blood (both man's and Christ's)
so that they are almost completely identified. And, too, just as he has
demonsﬁrated that a single name may have many variations and significations,
so he feminds,his hearers that names (unlike forms) can be changed. The

whiteness of Christ, writes Donne, "doth ... worke through our red, and

makes this Adam, this red earth,‘Calculum candidum, Fhat_white stone,that
receives.a new name" (IX, 66; Rev. 2:17). That new name will reflect the
renewed image of God in man and will be the final name for man, "that name,
renewed, and manifested, which was imprinted upon us, in our elections, the

Sonnes of God: the irremoveable, the- undisinheritable Sonnes of God" (IX,
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67). In that last da§ to wh%yf Donne points, the day of recreation,

man's name will be imprinted upon him as a seal, -in the same way as his

form, the imaﬁe of God, was imprinted upon him at che'fi:st creation.
In the conclusieon of his consideration of the YWest," Donne looks for-
ward to the possibility that in the end names and words may be not only
reflections of the forms God gave to things and to man, but als& that

they may be complete, and themselves wholly true.

iii. The North: Man's Speech as Image

'

The third point in the "compasse" of Donne's sermon is the north,

"wind of comfort" blows and brings to man the

the direction from which a
consolation that though he is but red earth, still "this earth hath a

nobler forme, then any other part or limbe of the world, For, we arg;
made by a fa}fer pattern, by a nobler Image, by a higher likenesse" |
(IX, 70). There are in Gen;sis 1:26 two apparently synonymous expressions

1 1

of that "nobler forme," for the text reads that God created man "in our
Image,'" and "after “our likeness." These ohrases, with';heir "“Words, which
seem divers," says Donne, illustrate "the variety which the holy Ghost

uses here, in the pen of Moses" (IX, 70). Scripture's language must be
examined carefully, he writes, for "nothing is to be neglected as little,
from which great things may arise" (IX, 71). 1In support of this inter-
pretive principle Doane cites a series of theological controversies that
have turned on ;imple phrases and.points out how often "strife was but

for a word" (IX 71). He is not suggesting of course that the establishment

-

of doctrine depends upon a mere variation in a letter of the alphabet.
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However, doctrine does depend on that which the letter éignifies, and so
Donne igsists that "there can be no word thought idle, in the Scriptures"
(IX, 73). God does not use language carelessly, and so man is neither
: . . . 2
Lo use nor to interpret language in a frivolous or thoughtless way. L
So, Donne adds: . Y
therefore 1 blame not in any, I decline not in mine
own practise, the making use of the variety, and
copiousnesse of the holy Ghost, who is ever abundant,
and yet never superfluous in expressing his purpose,

- in change of words.
(Ix, 73)

However, Donne does not suggest that, in making use of the
"¢copiousnesse" of~Scr£pture——a diversity unified by the single authority
of the Holy Ghost--Scripture's interpreter can assume that same .unity:
for his own "abundant" speech. Donne reminds his hearers again that

upon a question of variation in word order at the Reformation the whole

Church was split. '".dow much," he asks, 'Sola fides and fides sola,
changes the case?" (IX, 71). "Words that seem divers" in human formula-
’ >

tions, such as doctrinal statement, usually are diverse; and so the
resulting interpretations and disagreements about those interpretations
will only further diversify--and further divide the Church. Ho gloss or
Eommencary can ever imﬁge and embody -truth as Scripture itself does.
Donne's discussion of the éubtleties of "divers words" illustrates the
limitations of man's language, iéself so lmperfect thaf it cannot

T

adequately explain how it is that in Scripture "words that seem divers"
may in fact be speaking a single truth.

In an apparent reversal of ractics, however, after taking over a

.
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hundred lines tovﬁgglain the importance of acknowledging variations in
expression, Donne himself declines to Qcknowledge this one. 1In his
treatment of Genesis 1:26, he writes that he will interpret the text
by '"raking the two words for this time to be but a farther illustration

of one another, Image, and .likenesse, to our present purpose, to be all

one (IX, 73). Anvy eyﬁlanation which helmight give for the variation

/
in phrasing here would "possesse all our time"-fand to little purpose.
In order to speak of &istinctions made in Scripture, Donne would himself
have to make further distinctions, and '"to raise divers observations,

< .
upon these words, which seem divers," and so risk a false and misleading

diversity and subsequent superfluousness of expression (IX, 70). Donne's
strategy here is a result of his central imsight about the troubling
nature of words and their diversity.22 Because they are imperfect images
of truth, words always reflect that truth from various angles, and thus
they take on sometimes misleadingly vaFious forms. Still, man has no
cheoice but to use that language, with all its inherent ambiguities,- and
s; strive to exgréés the unity of truth that lies_beneath its éiversity.
Donne begins to address the specific question of what it means that
man is made in the image of God by repeating his earlier parallel between
God's creation of the world and Moses' recoruing of it. The way in which
Donne employs verbal mirroring in his own prose emphasizes the point: '"God

vy .
appointed Moses to make all that he made according to a pattern. God

himselfe made all that he made according to a pattern.” Further, Donne
says that when God created the world, he "had deposited, and laid up in

himselfe certaine formes, patternes, Ideas of every thing that he made. He
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made nothing of which he had not preconceived the forme, and predeter-
mined in himselfe, I will make it thus" (IX, 73-4). And fo? everything
that God made, Donne writes, "he saw it was good; good because it

answered the pattern, the Image ... like that forme, which was in him

for them" (IX, 74). The forms or images which God appointed for the things
he made were true, and God's creation of the worid accof&ing.to'them
illustrates for Donne the right use of images.

There is always the possibility that images may be used falsely,

-
.

however, and it is this false use that writers and speakers and inter-
preters risk as they use language. God gave men iﬁages, Donne writes,
"for imitation; hé forbad them in danger of adoratioﬁ” (IX, 75). The
images with whichkﬁén can work--words and names--must be understood and
used as images and not as forms in their‘own right. As Donne remarks,
"What a drowéinesse, what a lazinesse, what a cowardlinesse of the soule
is it, to worship that, which does but represent a2 better thing then it
selfe?" (IX, 73-6). An i;age itself is not inherently false or wrong,
for "there is no more danger out of a picture, then ocut of a history,
if thou intend no more in either, then example" (IX, 76). But although
Donne warns his hearers to '"dishonor not.God by an Image in worghiping
ie" (IX, 76), he knows that man's intentions and his corresponding
actions are impure and do in fact dishonour God with the false use of
images. | ‘
Impure though he and his actions may be, man still holds a uﬁique

position in creation: he was made in God's image--not by God's "Fiat,"

"Let there be man," but by-his "consultation and deliberation," "Let

.,
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us make man" (IX, 48). Man is also unique among God's’creatures in
that,'after making, God "forbore to say that he was good"; instead, his

. L] : .
conformity to the pattern by which God made him "was to appeare after in

b

+

‘his subsequent actions" (IX, 74). Because man was made according to a

unique form, God's imﬁge, he is governed by a unique set of standards.
/P " .

In making man as he did, explains Donne, God "hath imprinted in him a-

*

faculty of will, and election." When Balaam's ass spoke, it exercised

"no faculty, no will in it selfe"; when man speaks, however, though
his faculties and will are alsoc God's agents, they are "an agént in
another manner, then the tongue of the beast” (IX, 75). When Balaam's
5 X
ass spoke, "God forced it to that it did," but.God does not force man,
‘and the will that man has giveé'him the freedom to use his faculties,
‘ Ve . . 23 '
God's image in him, for true or false ends.

That man makes false'use of images, and even of the image of the

.
creator God which.was imprinted on him, is central to Donne's undep—

. i e . . hoL
. standing of man's use of language and of his, imagination. ™ His frequent

pia&s upon the words "imagine" and “imaginary" in thi¢ sermon make it

,
clear that he would have his audience distinguish between the value of

“"image" and th2 value of "imagination." Because.man rejected the form \

.

’ -
that God intended for him,; he began to take true images and make of them

vain imaginations, substituting his own constructs for God's form., Earlier

in this sermon, Donne criticized those "subtile mes™ who have, "with some

~

appearance of probability, imaéined, that ...there are many earths, many

worlds, as big as this, which we inhabite" (IX, 47). While he does not

-«

necessarily condemn such speculation, his point is clear. Man imagines;

-

-
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God creates. God images himself in man; man vainly (and often inaccuraiely

or idolatrously) imagines God according to his own'perceptions.zs God

imputes righteousness and whiteness to man through Christ: man imagines

for himself a whiteness which Donne says turns out to be "but a white

of leprosie’ (IX, 70). He even calls those he sees as misinterpreting

Scripture "imaginers" (IX, 78). - Man's imagination, for Donne, is

® . . . S
characterized by its propensity to assume for man a rble that is not

Y

his, that of credtor, and to fail to recognize that he himself is the
image of .his own creator, and that--as the products of an image—Jall-
<

his own inventions are themselves images and reflectioms, and not

creations. .

—— -

iv. The South: Imagination and the Image of God

- -

. . -
In the fourth and final di:ecgion of the sermén, the "south,’ Donne
- '
discusses hov the image of God resides in man and what this image
\ =
"confers, and derives upon man' (IX, 76). He begins by distardi%g the

possibility that "image of God" refers to a bodily likeness betgeen

mar® and God. This interpretation of the text, he insists, is imaginary,

F
the result of "over literally taking those places of Scripture, where God
L4 ‘ e ',

is said to hav;\xénds, and feet, and eyes, and eares" (IX, 77). . Pictures,

and images of God must not be mistaken for God himself; the body is an .

"outward cage' which contains God's image, just as the Host which is

T - -
received in the sacrament is a symbol and an outward expression ofs Christ's

" bedy but not the act@al transsubstantiated flesh of Christ (IX, 77).

— - -
4 \
i
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Donne explains.this distinction between image and-substance further,

extending, the metaphor of the "outward case":

-

the Table, and frame and shrine for this Image of
-God, is inwardly and immediately the soule of man.
Not immediately so, as that the soule of man is “
a part of the Essence of God; for so essentially,
Christ omely is the Image of God. :

) . (Ix, 79)

The image of -God is not identical with man's soul, but the two are as

closely related as the form of the seal is to the wax in whig¢h it is

AR 26 . : . .
imprinted. Returning to a metaphor he used earlier in the sermon,

Donne explains that '"this Image is in our soule, as our soule is the

‘wax, and this Image the seale," and thus "no Image, but the Image of

God can fit our soule" (IX, 80). Only God's seal, his image, can truly

signify man.

Donne expands this metaphoric explanation by compari g the seal of

-

Cod with human, temporal seals. He \demonstrates that_@ ‘such seals

are too narrow or toce shallow to give form to man. For example, princes

-are sealed with a crown and not a miter, because, although tﬂey\are

"supreame heads of the Church," they do not administer the sacraments

and so have no right to the bishoé's seal. Labourers can appropriately
g P

be sealed with a ‘cross which signifig$ labour and industry, but not with

a rose or a bunch of grapes, which;woﬁld signify "ease, and blenty<in
age" (IX, 80). These seals are external marks which have been imposed
upon or adopted by a man, aﬁd whiEﬁ relate more to his role or position
. ‘than to his essence. Cod'é seal upon man,.his image,'seais "all men,

Prince, and People; Clergy, and Magistrate" (IX, 80), and signifies the

- - ’



very nature and essence of man. It is like a tangible, visible seal in

wax, -but it remains unseen; men may learn to interprét its meaning apd

-

even to feel the effects of  its authority, but it is, for now, a

»

mystery unseen and inexplicable.

’

Precisely because it is not fully explicable, the iqt;ngible seal
of God's image is often confused with the wax in which it is imprinted,
man and his faculties. -No one would conflate a cross stamped in wax
with the actual labourer it signiéies, ~et often people take'matﬁer,
the substance of man's inventions, as creations, themselves ﬁrue. e

should wonder," Donne writes,.''to see a man, whose Chambers and Galleries
were full of curious master-pecces, thrust in a Village Fair ro looke

upon sixpenny pictures, and three farthing prints." Yet man too often

is just this unwilling to discern between a true image and his own

imaginations of truth, and so while the "mastereece,” God's image,

is already his, still he "endurels] the de;ay of fpriune, of body, of
soule, of honoug, to possesse' o&er Pictures; pictures that are not
originalls, not made by [the And of God." The image of God, wrigés
Donne,'"is more worth then all.substances; and we give it, for colours,
for dreames, for shadowes' (Ix, 80, 81). That God's image is in man doés
“not mean that "the soule of man is a part of the Essence of God" (LY, 79),
gut that image in him does signify truly and thus gives man a fofm for
.understanding truth. His own vain imaginings, by contrast, image only
himself, and thus are but reflections of feflectioﬁs of reflections.

Despite the distance betweén man's imaginations of truth and truth

itself, it is possible for man to use his faculties and abilities in such

r
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a way as to image God clearly before men, and thus—translate-him to
the world. The brope} "office of an Image or Piﬁture," Donne writes,
is "ro briﬂg ﬁim, whom it represents, the more lively to our memory"
(Ix1-§3). So, toe, language that attempts go image God's truth can
bring God "the more lively to our memory," and can also point ahead
to the hope that in the new creation man will be "made the Image of
God intirely" (IX, 86): Donne's discussion of this recreation of man
in God's image provides a summary'of'his response to the questions

- of man's use aﬁd interpretation of language and‘of history.

In spcakiﬁg of the image of God in the redgeemed man, Donne cites

Scripture's "expressions of this impression, t representations of

this Image of God" (IX, 36). He quotes I Johy, II Reter and Acts to
‘ L. <

describe Christians as "the sonnes of God; the stTdpf God; the off-

spring of God; and parcakers of the divine nature’

identifving these metaphors as "expressions of an impression,' Donne
< & ?

-

emphasizes the fact that even Scripture's language is at two removes

: by
from truth, for it.is an image of -an image, the result of the form which

27. )
was already shaped by God. Yet despite the limitations of human

spedch, Donne maintains that it is possible for him by his preaching

"ro transport you, by occasion of these words, from this world to the '

next" (IX, 50). In other words, because he is "wrought upon by grace
in Christ Jesus," he can momentarily transcend the limits language

imposes to affirm that "a Christian is made the Image of God intirely"

(IX, 86). . That ‘man can be "Deiformem Hominem, ‘man in the forme of God,"

is a "mysterious, and a blesséd metamorphesis, aad transfiguration”

{IX, 86), in which Christ, who alone is the true image &f God, rencws
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.

man's form (morphe) and bridges the distance imposed by language.
Donne’s syntax refl#éts this: in the end he speaks not of man being

made in the image of God, but says instead that he will be "made the

Image of God intirely."

-

Donne goes on to explain how in heaven this transformation——a

translation of sorts, from one set of human words to a more perfect

Word--will cccur. In heaven, he writes, man will

conceive an unexpresSsible association, (that's 'too

far off) an assimilation, (that's not neare enough)

an ‘identification, (the Schoole would venture to say
so) with God in that state of glory. .

(IX, 89)

When two things are identified, they are "unexpressible'" because
. . . . e . 28 .
expre351onfypuld itself stand in the way of identification. In his
i

own expreéhion of what he shall be when he is in glory—-that is,

identified with God--Donne makes it clear that language, because its
nature is to mediate, prohibits complete identification of.one thing
with another--though some forms of language, like metaphor, strive for

. »
such identity. In heaven, Donne writes, God

-

shall make me, (otherwise a clod of earth, and worse,

a darke Soule, a Spirit of darkenesse) an Angell of

Light, a Star of Glory, a something, that I cannot

name now, not imagine now, nor to MOrrow, n#Or next

yeare, but, even in that particular, I shall be -
.llke God. (IX, 89)

-

By moving through metaphors to a final reference to himself as a "something,”

Donne underscores the central point of the sermon: what man shall be

1

in heaven cannot be named or spoken or imaged, and so it certainly cannot

'
t.



be imagined by him, who is Adam, a "clod of earth.” Donne's use of the
word "something" in this passage marks a momentary and purposeful re-

jection of metaphor by which his hearers are pointed beyond the "occasion

of these words" to the "next world."

A
~ ) .‘B\
Donne began this pair of sermons with a discussigmr of histo

&,

A Y -

b

Scripture's story of man's creation, and then moved through an b1ica-
tion and description of events and concepts which are supra- or extra-
historical. 1In the end, however, he returns to the practical and expresf
sible concerns of a seventeenth-century ;nglish preacher, and exhorts

his congreéqtion to allow God to "conforme us to his Image, in a2 holy

life" and to attend to "the assiduity of Preaching, and the personall,

.2 . .
and exemplary piety and constaney.in our Princes" (IX, 91).“9u What gives

meaning to history and to the temporal events of the present aand the

past is the understanding of the extra-historical pattern which, Donne
has explained, underlies visible events. Here again is synecdoche: The
"parts" which man sees, dark fragments of everrt. by which it seems he is

circumscribed, may be understood through a knowledge of the whoile, and

-
.

thus themselves be seen as (however mysteriously) ecxpressive of that

'whole.\30

The historical narratives of Scripture provide man with a context
for the events which he experiences in the present. They also function
as a reminder to man of how he is to act the face of those events.

»
Donne writes:

Y
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to remember, td recollect our former understanding,
and our former assenting; so far as to"dce them,
to Crowne them with action, that's true goodnesse
...The wiseman-places all goodnesse in this faculrty,
the memory. .o N

_ Y (1%, '84)

He continues, "all goodnesse is in remembring, all goodnesse ... is
~

in bringing our understan ding and our assenting into action" (IX, 83).-
But Scriptural history's appeal to memory is a unique one, for it

demands not only that man remember what is past, but also that "what—
! -

soever thou takest in hand, remember the end, and thou shalt never doe
amisse. The end cannot be vet come, and yet we are bid to remember

i1 . -, 31 . . : i ' R . -
that" (IX, 84-=53). Scripture’s history--its chronology, like its
language and its logic--is its own, Man may, through Scriptural history,
remember the future, because in some sense it is already-present with
him, signified and manifested in the image of the three in one thht he

N .-

bears.



Notes .

On the central importance of the creation narrative in Donne's

»
sermons,- see Frederick A. Rowe, I Lauach at Paradise: A Consideration

of*John bonne, Poet and Preacher (Londen: 'Epaorth Press, 1964). Rowe

outlines Donne's treatment of the creation story, and sees it as a

"traditional, conventional element in his. preaching" (131).

2 ‘e
© ALl quotations from the Bible will be from the King James Version,

-

Moses' authorship of the' Pentateuch was a basic assumption of

v

the -Christian interpretive tradition until this century. Donne dis-
’ L]

‘cusses Moses as the author of Genesis in Essays in Diwinity, ed. Evelyn

M. Simpson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952) 10-13.

/)
Augustine's notion of the Word/Logos present in and informing

all human words is explained b; Marcia L. Colish, The Mirror of Language:

A Studv in the Medieval Theory of knowledge (Jew liavea and Londor': Yale

University Press, 1968). Colish explains that for Augustine, because

of the Incarnation, language--though still limited by the human coadi-

tion--is reborn for God's work.  She characterizes Augustine's idea of
o » .t . .
Christian speech as being one of "redeemed rhetoric' which presumes the
-

underlying truth of verbal expression and which thus signals "a new

"covenant betwee® speech and knowledge" (19420).
} . ]

The relationship between history and mystery in the Christian

interpretive tradition finds expression particularly in typology. See
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Joseph A. Galdon, S.J., Typology and Seventeenth-Century Literature:

(The Hague, Paris: Mouton, 1975}, particularly chapter II. On the

\
importance of typology in Donne's exegetical practice, see Helen

- Gardner, "The Limits of Literary Criticiém,“ The Business of Criticism J

(Oxford: -Clarendon Press, 1959) 142-3; she contrasts 'true typology"
with "degenerate allegory." Erich Auerbach's essay, "Figura," Archivum

Romanicum 22(1938) 436-89, trans. Ralph Manheim, in Auerbach's Scenes

from the Drama of European Literature (New York;‘Meridian Books, 1959),

]

also addresses the‘Christian notion of history which "derived its com=
pelling force from'its inseparable boﬁd with the faith." Auer?ach writes
that "figural interpretation establishes a connection between two events
OT persons ... seﬁarate in time, but both, being real events or figures,
are within time ... Only the understanéing of the two persons or events

7

is a spiritual act" (53). -

Augustine, Confessions, trans. R.5. Pine-coffin (Harmondsworth:

Penguin Books, 1961) XII, 18; Pine-coffin 295-6.

Many critics have remarked on Donne's method of commenting on a
text by circling around the meaning of its individual words. Evelyn

Simpson sees this as reflecting a mode of understanding that is intuitive

rather than rational (A Study of .the Prose Works of John Donne, 2nd ed.
lbxford: Cilarendon Press,.l96i] 76); Joan Webber argues that '"the symbols—-—

the words of the text--give the sermons ... o central unity around which

the associative pattern of his thought can flow'" (Contrarv Music: The

-
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Prose Style of John Donne [Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,

19637 20); a.cC. Partridge, in John Donne: Language and Style (London:
André Deutsch, 1978), writes that the “compiex elabérdtion of ;n idea
is at the core of Donne's circling roﬁnd_meaning of a word and testing
its semantiec aspects' (223). For a discussion of tﬁ@ rhetorical
significance of Donne's concentratien on seemingly unimportant words,

see Michael dall, "Searching the Scriptures: Meditation and Discovery

in Donne's Sermons," New Essays on Donne, ed. Gary A. Stringer, Salzburg

Studies in English Literature, Elizabethan and Renaissance Studies

57(1977) 211-38.

Evelyn M. Simpson.and George R. Potter, edg., The Sermons of

.

John Donne, IX, I.

Frederick Rowe remarks upon the importance to Donne of the doctrine

of creation ex nihilo, and suggests that his emphasis upon this evidences
- e
his "sustained condemnaflon of nihilism," and his pervasive and radicdl

Mdistinction between. nothing and something" (I Launch at Paradise 135-6).

. - -

P . N P ’
10 ! . ' \ -
Commentators who have stressed the importance of Donne's sense
of his vocation as preacher include William R. Mueller, John Donne:

Preacher (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1962) and Gale H. Carrithers,

Jr., Donne M Sermons: A Christian Existential World (Albany: State

University of Niw York Press, 1972). For a discussion of the importance

of patterns of creation -in Donne's thought, see Terry G. Sherwood,
) . . -~

Fulfilling the Circle: A Study of John Donne's Thought (Toronto, Buffalo,
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London: University of Toronto Press, 1984), Sherwood emphasizes the
degree to which God's recreation of man through Christ and through his
ministers follows the pattern of original creation, and the centrality

-
of the Word to both creation and recreation (5-6). -

b

v
Bettie Anne Doebler, in "Donne's Debt to the Great Tradition:

0ld and New ‘in His Treatment of Death," Anglia 85.(1967), remarks that

in the Augustinian view of the Bible, to which Do;ne adhered, ";he
stgnlfieance of Scriptural history lay in its revelation of ﬁan'é creation,
fall, and redemption, all three aspects which are‘simultaneous'and conting-
ous also in the Life of the individual" (£5). Donne as preacher ;eeks

to draw his hearers into active participation in that Scriptural his-

tory: Barbara Lewalski, in "Typolog;cal Symbolism and the Progress

of the Soul in Seventeenth~Century Literature," Literarv Uses of

Tvpologv from the Late Middle Ages to the Present, ed. Earl Miner- ggb

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), se€s that Donne's

]

’,

typological reading of Scripture'’s history reflects the new Protestant

emphasis on the relation of the self to God, and "invites his listeners

- .
to consider themselves direct antitvpes of the 0ld Testament types" (83). s
12'. . ' ,/r . 1" . -.
N Frederick Rowe traces Donne's use of the A us pos in his

sermons (I Launch at Paradise 149-52). <:j/

: ST -

Donne comments also on the importance of "Elohim" as plural

in Essays in Divinity, 26.
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14 On the relation between the grammar of Scripture and its /

notions of history and truth, see Heather Asals, "John Donne and the Do

Grammar of Redemption," English Studies in Canada 5(1979), who notes
Donne's comments on Hebrew, which "hath no preseﬁc tense' (VII; 62)
and which is indifferent to "the linguistic formulation of the material

of our life--the present time" (131-2). : B —i C
15 e -
For a discussion of the traditional image of the seal, particu-
larly as it applies to baptism, see Winfried Schleiner, The Imagery

of John Donne's Sermons (Providence: Brown University Press, 1970)

106-21. . . .

John S. Chamberlin, in Increase and Muitip@y: Arts-of-discourse

Procedure in the Preaching of Donne (Chapel Hill: University of North

Caroiina Press, 1976), points out- how Donne's interest in the relation
betwsen words, and things issues in an interest in names and naming (105-8).

17 Gen. 2:19. Chamberlin (Increase and Multiplv 108, 123) remarks

on Donne's concern with words as revealing the nature of thiags and notes

other references in the sermons to Adam's naming the creatures according

-

to their natures at II, 78 and especially IX, 256, where Donne writes:

"all creatures were brought -to Adam, and because he understood the

natures of all those creatures, he gave them names accordingly. In that
he gave no name to himselfe, it may be by some perhaps argued, that he

understood himselfe lesse then he did other creatu;es.”

& .
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18 E. Randolph Daniel, in "Reconciliation, Covenant and £lection:

A Study of the Theology of John Donﬁe," Anglican Theological Review

r .
g) . ..48(1966), recognizes Donne's rejection of supralapsarianism. Daniel

does argue, however, that Donne's theology exhibits strong Calvinist
+

lganinés, and that he did in fact preach the doctrines of predestina-

tion and election. He concludes that Donne does stand alone, in that

. his doctrine of reconciliation "united a covenant theology,” influenced

] » :
by Reformed and Scotist traditioms, with "the classical Protestant

.

doctrine of salvation by faith alome” (29-30).

. . ,
Concerning the radical nature of the Christian conception of

history, see Jear Daniélou, "The Conception of History ia the Christian

—

Tradition," Journal of Religion 30 (1950). Daniéloﬁ writes that "the

\.,)__/"/"
essential affirmation of Christianity is the decisive character of the

-

fact of the Incarnation ... but nothing was more foreign to ancient

thought than this importance given to a singld gvent. For it, that which

is real is that which is capable of ‘repeating itself" (171). The sub-

stance of history is both real and-hidden, "primarily thé sacred history of

the great works of God" (177); it is also, Daniélou stresses,j”inherently

intelligible in light of God's former manifestations of himself" (173).

20 Cf, Augustine's interpretation of the parable of the Good

Samaritan as a figure for baptism, "Sermons on New Testament Lessons,”" ™

-

trans. R.G. MacMullen, A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-—

Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff (1887; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979)

Sermon LXXXT; Schaff 503. See also Aﬁgustine's figurative and poetié

p



interpreétation qf Christ'srtwo parables about vineyard&,‘The Wicked
Husbandmen and The Labourers (pp. 373-4).

As Lewalski p01nts out, Donne often appeals to Scrlpture as the

model for hlS own eloquent speech {(Protestant POEthS 220-2). Sge also

VIII, 270-3; v, 287; and II, 170-1. T . :

~ John Chamberlln comments helpfully upon this exegetlcal problem

"that so puzzled the Fathers--whéther or not pairs of synogzgsadesignate

different things." Chaﬁberlin dbserves that WDonne is inclined rather

to suppose that the difference. in. name does not change the nature" (Increase
- a

and Multiply, 123). The Holy Ghost's eloquence allows him to use two

expressions, to-be two beames, two branches, two effects, two e\pres~

sings" of a single truth (v, 287) See also Donne's discussion of"

synonymous expressions, IX, 226-7. :

Donne also comments upon the problem &f finding in Scripture diverse

names for one person. In Essavys in Divinity he writes:

if Esau, Edom, and Seir were but one man} Jethro

and Rev Revel, efc. but one man, which have no con-
sonance with one another, and mlght thereby discredit
and enervate any History but this, which is the
fountain of truth; so Synagogue and Church is the
same thing, and of the Churchy Roman and Reformed

and all other distinctions of place, Discipline, or .
Person, but one Church, Journylng to one Hierusalem,
and directed by one gulde Christ Jesus.

(51)

3 A careful aad systematic study of the ‘eléments of Donne's

orthodox Anglican theology is Itrat Husain's The Dogmatic and M&scical
: ~ ' ‘
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Theology of John Donne (1938; Westport,rConn.: Greenwood Press, 1970).

In his chapter on DG;EEYE_soteriology Husain observes that for Donne

;aith'and works were interdependent (96), and that Donne's belief in
-man's free will caused him to regard man's works and natural faculties

as being of value; Husain sees that Donne firmly rejects Calvinist

predestihation, and conceﬁ?:ates instead.-on God's mercy and love. Cf.

the argument of E. Ran&b{gﬁ Daniel, note 18 abov%.
L. AN

-
2

For. a discussion of the Renaissaﬁce conception of the imagina-
P ;

tion, see William séky, ""Imagination in the English Renaissance:

’ . e
Psychology and Poetic,"” Studies in the Renaissance 5(1958). Rossky

stresses that for the Renaissance, the "good" imagination is always o
g 8 way

\

" the controlled imagination; for the most part, becdause the imagination

is dependent uﬁan the senses, it is Aﬁghly susceptible to corruption

and distorcion (49~73). .

\

Donne discusses the problem of even the godly man's "imagined

God" earlier in tpiiffigan, IX, 51-2. ."
4

-
Bruce Henricksen, in "Donne's Orthodoxy,' Texas Studies in

Literature and Language 14(1972), cites Donne's careful definition here
of «the image of God in man as evidence for his rejection of mysticish

and its notion of the "¥ivipe spark in man" (10).

- Commenting upon the nature of Donne's own metaphoric speech,
/

*, — . - :' A a.r’;i””” ..
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,Laurence Scapletogl in "John Donne: The Moment of the Sermon," The
* te
Elected Circle: Studies in the Art of Prose (Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 1973), writes that "logic is the substratum of emotion

for Donne," and that his metaphors and images function more often on

the level of amalogy, and not as "direct impression” (27); Donne's
metaphors are '"an effort to present logically, as well as concretely,

v -
a hypothetical relationship rather than a similarity" (28).

)
Compare Ernst_Curtius' aceount, in European Literature and the

Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard R. Trask {London: Routledge & Kegan

s

Paul, 1953), of the "inexpressibility topos'" which was standard in -
y .

classical eulogy, particularly in the eulogy of rulers. It consisted

in the speaker's emphasizing his inability to cope with the subfject in

" order to praisg more highly that subject (159). Clearly there are

affinities with Donne's comment here, for his expressed inability to

speak effectively magnifies his praise of God. .

4

29

In relation to this movement of the sermon to exhortation, sece

Dennis B. Quinn, "John Donne's Principles of Biblical Exegesis," Journal

of English and Germanic Philology 61(1962). Quinn emphasizes that it
is most historical and most accurate to think of Donne's sermons as

spiritual, or, gpecifically, tropological exegesis. Their central

concern is the Christiem—soul., Donne applies the text to his auditory"

, Qe

Concerning the view of history which figural interpretation

(326).
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reflects, Erich Auerbach writes that "event® are considered not in their
hnbfoken relatioﬁ C9/6;;~$nother,_but tora apart, individually, each in
relation to something other that is promised and not yet preseﬁt" ("Figura"
59). See also Paul Ricoeur's tasightful essay, "Christianity and-the

Meaning of “History," in his History and Truth, trans. Charles A. Kelbley ~J/‘

(Evanston; I1l.: No}éhwestern ﬁniversity Press, 1965). Like Donne,
Ricoeur addresses the questions of the "parts" and the "whole" of
histoty: Ricoeur writes that "the ChriStian meaning of history is
therefore the hope that secular history is also a par% of that meaning
which sacfed history sets forth, that in.the end there is only one

history, that all history is eltimately sacred" (94).

N | -

Among the many commentators who have discussed the importance

. of memory as man's-primary faculty-%or knowing God is Achsah Guibbory,

in™John Donne and Memory as 'the Art of Salvation'," luntington Librarv

Quarterlv 43(1980). Guibbory compares Yonne's admonition to "remehber
' L

the end” to Bonaventure's concept of memory; for Zomaventure, memory

is a "likeness of eternity whose indivisible preseat extends to all

time," since it "retains the past by recalling it, the present by

receiving it, the future by foreseeing it" (The Mind's Road to God,

cited by Guibbory 268). Guibbory argues for vonne's Auguétinian

Platonism, writing that for Donne "memory's supreme value lies in its

1

ability to re-establish the link between man and God" (268), and quotes

at length from one of Donneés‘sermons on the penitential Psalm 38 in

suppfrt of his positioen (II,“?&).

H)



Chapter III ’ -

»

-

The Word Manifest in Words: .
Donne and the Interpretation of GESpel . -
L) “' "-' . " .
. ) L]
,?’/’ The Word but lately could not speake, and loe

It sodenly speakes wonders, whence comes it,
- That all which was, and all which $hould be writ,

A shallow seeming child, should deéply know? %

"La Corona"

T

The questions about the nature and use of language which Donne

addresses in his commentary on ‘Genesis 1:26 recur in a different form

-

. N 6 .
in the Scriptural mode "gospel,” and in this new context they demand

of the interpreter a renewed consideration of their implications. The

four gospels d}e, like Genesis and the other history books, 2 form of

historical narrative,-and like all histories they recount events in an

]

attempt to interpret them and uncover their meaning. The gospel jis
a very specific kind of history, however, for it has a sharply biographical

focus; its express purpose is to speak of the words and actions of
Vi

Christ and thereby reveal -his nature and the weaning of his presence

-

in history. T

In On Christian Doctrine I, xiii, Augustine points out the impor-

tant analogy between the incarnation of God in history and the incarnation
. 1
of thought in speech, and Donne acknowledges and emphasizes this same

analogy throughout his sermons.l The familiar Johanmine formulation of
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-

the nature of Christ is the authority for that analogy: "In the

beginning was the Word} and the Word was with God and the Word was God ...

P .
and the Word was made flesh and dwelt among us' (John 1:1, 14)

. John's
\TT*

metaphor of the Word makeswir appropriaﬁé, then, to speak of the incarna-

tion as'a kind of translation, for in éhe incarnation the God who first
translated his ﬁgwer into a word chat-created the heavens and the e;rth
translates himself into a living, breathing Word. That Word, clothed

in flesh; ﬁovés ag'pod's perfeci)image in the finite world of time and
space.2 The task of gospel, therefore, is in fact to translate a
translation, to render God's eternal Word as it is mgnifest in Christ in
human words that will tell a m?aningfu% story. As words about the Word,
the gospel accounts of him are necessarily a less perfect image of God
than is the Logos him;élf. At a still further remove from the perfect
word is the languagé of the preachf;, like John Donne, who mﬁst translate
the words of the gospel (al;eady j)translation) into other words. The
péeacher.is responsible, then, to image not only God, but also Cbriét

the Word angd, as wéll, the words o% fhe gospel; in order to %Q‘SO, he

. must find a kind of language sufficiently reflective that it is able to
render the multiple facets of meaning contained in "God's wofd."3

) Every word about another word is, of courée, a retranslation and

" not just a sAmple clarification, for in fact language is never simple or
straightfordward. And when ﬁhe word that is to be.translatea is the Logés,
God's perfect spoken wqrd, the difficulties multiply. Language, may be
ultimately revelatory, as the four gospeis ultimately are of Christ; but

/
because words are by their nature mediators, their ability tozjeveal is
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1 .

limited by the fact that they must first conceal, .standing between meaning

and its interpreter. That is, the interpreter cannot directly experience

a-verbal truth; a word is first spoken and only then can its signification

be con%jﬁered. The Augustinian analogy between language and incarnation is
<5 . '

apparenﬂ’agaln, in that the paradox of language-—that it must both reveal

and conceal--is aléo t paradox of incarnatién./ Though Christ is the

. ; \ .
"perfect Word" of the Father, even his own generation could not experience
God direstly in him. Seeing him, ﬁhey sng-only his body,-his character-
istics and his actions, and hearing him they heard odi; his words. The_
gospel narratives demonstrate that God reveals himself to man by first
éoncealing himself in the garmeﬁt of humanity, flesh. And, as a form of
God's word, the gospels themseives work in. the same way, with tﬁe same
.restrictions. Their narratives can only reveal Christ by revealing those
things that' cover him: his words and actions and attributes. But while
they are describing the appearances of Christ, the gospels are also asking
their intefpreter to strip away those coverings and find thé.rea%gsubjecc
of their discoﬁrse, the truth of the Word that lies beneath.4

‘Like.the gospels, Donne's sermons function within the 1imitati9ns
imposed by having to speak of the coveridgs of Christ's essential nature.
In response to those limitations, Donne translates Christ for his congrega-
tion by translating those very coverings, and not simply by attempting to
uncover Christ and thereby reducing the gospels'’ image of him to bare
dogtriéﬁl statement and theological proposition. BHe recognizeé that

"gospel'--like all Scripture—-alregﬁy is a translation, the image of an

image. As a result, he so-constructs his sermons that they reflect the



relationship between' those two images--one, Christ as God's perfect
. ' '

image, and the other, the narrative which concerns Chr;st, a huﬁan imaging
of him.‘ And although Donne's ultimate homiletic purﬁose is to reveal

the "content; concealed in the gosﬁel "forms," his requniﬁion of the
essential interaction between form and content, image and proposition,
narrative and interpre;ation, transforms his own language and rhetorical’
structures and in so doing enrichés even the most basic content he seeks

to convey.

Texts from the gospels pfford Donne a particular opportunity to

. .

explore the relationship between form and content and the perplexities. of

the factvthat language necessaril&\conceals even as it revealé. The
gospels speak of the various manifestations ﬁf the hidden Logos, and
different gospel texts recount the variety of these manifestations in
different ways. Imn this chapter I shall examine Donne's fesponses to

five kinds of expression of the Logos, found in five gospel texts. First,

-

in his exposition of John l:8, Donne discusses how an abstract metaphor such

v

. as "light" can be a covering for Christ. Then, in a2 sermon on Matthew
3:17, Donne approaches the revelation of the Logos from a second per-
spective, that of the outward witness to Christ by God's direct speech,
"this is my beloved son." A third testimony to Christ which the gospels
recount and which Donne discusses is that of Christ's own human actions,,

as in John 11:35 where it is said that "Jesus wept." A fourth expression

-

of the hidden word is found in the gospel records of Christ's own words

concerning himself and his authority, and in this context Denne discusses

N
b Y

Matthew 5:8, one of the Beatitudes from Christ's Sermon on.the Mount. The
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fifth and final sermon I ghall discuss here is Dénne'; exposition of -
Matthew 9:2, which describes how Christ forgavé and then healed a
paraiytic man. This la§t, the witness of miraclé{'is the most evidently
powerfuyl of'éll thé outward evidences of God in Christ, and comes the
closest of all these expressions to being a pure revelation of the Word
of God. In each case, however, the context and significance of the
text as ''gospel" makes exglicit the paradoxical relationship between
expressed words and the hidden word, beétween outward manifestation and

hidden truth.

1. The Word in Metaphor (John 1:8, St. Paul's,

Christmas Day 1621)

The paradoxes of incarnation which fascinate Donne aﬂd’which are
analogous to the paradoxes of language are focussed especially by the
Johannine vision of Christ as the cofcreative and eternal Word of God.
Donne preached three sermons on 2 single verse from the prologue to
John's gospel, Y'He was not that light,:buc was seﬂt to bear witness of
that light" (thn 1:8). The first of these sermons, delivered at éé;
Paul's on Christmas Day 1621, illustrates particularly well Donne’'s
preoccupation with the multiple valences of Scriptural language, for it
is constructed around a twofold question that concerng the meanings of

. ) 6 .
one particular word, "light."  Donne sets out to discuss "what, and

who this light is, (for; we shall finde it to be both a personall light,

(it is some body) and, otherwise too, a reall light, (it is some thing)" .
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_(IIL, 351). Interpreting the significance of the "light" metaphor is
crucial to an understanding of the text, and indeed of the gospél’

itself, for, Donne explains, Johﬁ]s "whole Gospell is comprehended in the

beginning thereof" (III, 348).

Like Mosed words describing the creation, John's few words about

-

the Logos encompass whole worlds of significance. Donne points out to

his hearers that the prologue to John's narrative is in fact a direct

-

echo' of the beginning of another story, for 'the first booke of the

4 |
|

Bible, Genesis, and the lasﬁ booke, (that is, that which was last writtea)

this Gospell, begin both with this word, In the beginning" (III, 348).
After explicating briefly the doctrinal implications of the similarities

between Jofin 1:1 and Genesis l:1, Donne extends the literary paﬁallels
‘ ;" |

between the two passages:
1
and as in the first creation, vesper & mane dies daus, ”~ >
The evening and the morning made the day, evening before
morning, darknesse before light, so in our regeneration,

when wee are made new Creatures, the Spirit of God findes
us in naturall darknesse, and by him we are made light in

the Lord. (III, 353-4)

£

Donne's application of the metaphor of the day and night of creation
to John's prologue implies his acknowledgement of the essential connection
between the creation of the world and its recreation by the incarnate Word.
The story is to be told anew here in the gospel, in which evening and
morning, dar;;%ss and light, are invested with another level of siganificance.
- S, - ' L=
Donne’s creation metaphors testify to the original light of creation, "and

to the regenerative light of the historic Christ; at the same time they

also image the light of rebirth in the present, it Donne and his hearers
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who "are made light in the Lord."7 By evoking various historical and
extra-historical contexts for his text, and by drawing out literary paral-
lels to expréss those contexts,.DonnE demonstrates the continuing expansion
of the notion of history and event which that narrative teaches.

Donne's detailed treatment of his chosen texc.fugﬁﬁgr illustrates
this principle of the expansion of meaning in and throﬁgh language.  Two
simple questions form the basis of this sermon——"Hﬁg, and What this

light is"--and Donne's answers to them are equally straightforward: "either

-

it signifies Essentiall light, Christ Jesus, (which answers our first

questions, Quis lux ...) or it signifies the supernmaturall light of

Faith and Grace, (which answers our second question, Quid lux e (LIT,
352-3). Donne's identification.of the light as Christ and as faith,

however, follows his involved discussion of disagreement among commenta-

. .
tors .concerning this very problem. His discussion of these disagreements

initially seems an unnecessary and complicated digression, for he prefaces
it with the admission that there is all’ but "generall, and unanime consent"
about the ideatity of"the light in John_T:S (III, 352).8 But after making
this mssertion of gen;ral agreement conéerning the passage, Donne goes on

to point out that in other verses of John's pfologq;--gerses he does not
here discuss—-light has been variously interpreted, and often §9ken to be

a reference to the light of nature_ﬁf natural reason. He refutes this
reading, but at the same time carefuliy qualiﬁies his refutation: "now, it
is true that they may have a precéncg for some ground.of this interpretation
1

in antiquity it selfe," he writes, but maintains that such an interpreta-*

z



o

69 *

P . ] .

tion is dangerously subjeét'to error "(ITE, 352). A few lines later,

he allows that it is often useful "to present the plenty, and abundance

of the holy Ghost in the Scriptures ... to induce the diverse senmses

that the Scriptures doe admit" but he continues fo insist that such

réading can be a sign of "spirituall wantonnesse" (III, 353). He

concludes concerning the complexities of such interpretive disagreements
. . - s . . .

that "when you have the necessary sense, that is the meaning of the holy

Ghost in that place, you have senses enow, and not till thén, though you
have nevér $0 many, and never so delightfuli"-(III,‘35§).9 ’
The complexity of Donne's disavowal of "finding more than necessary
senseés’ indicates that thi§ passage is 'more than just a gr?und-clearing"
for the sermon's fundamental assumption that .the light in John 1:8 is
Christ and the working of Christ. Donne insists upon the "necessary

sense,”

the "meaning of the holy Chost in that place," as the nomm for
interpretation and the proper alternative to pointlessly diverse readings
of a text. This proposed alternative is Christian interpretive orthodoxy,

but it is striking in Donne's context because of his unusual formulation

o1 : .
of it. He writes that the interpreter understands enough when he has

the "nécessary sense," but "not till then" (III, 353, emphasis added}.
That is, although one might normally assume thﬁt the "neceséary sense"

is the first and mosﬁ evident one ;nd that further senses are super-
fluous extrapolationslof‘meaning, in fact what Donne suggests is that the
"necessary sense'" miéht emerge late in the ihterpfetive process, perhaps
even as a result of .the many "delightfull" senses thef}nterpféter has

discovered. Donne does not discuss whether Ehe corollary to this is

;



true, that once the interpreter has arrived at the '"necessary sense,"

the diverse senses are to be discarded as having served their purpose.

However, by his formulation and statement of his interpretive principies,

he has both denied the validity of extraneocus denses assigned to the word

light in John's prologue, and afffrped the general principle of the
valQé of finding "many and delightfull” senses‘for a Eéxc.

These essentially poetic insights into language's inherent ambiguities
and complekities inform Donne's own strategy‘fdr the interpretation of
John 1:8; Donne's expgéition of this text }é aﬁ exploration and an e
expansion of the single word light.ll Denne begins with the single {and
one.could aésume necessary) sense, that "light theré}ore,'is in aii this

Cﬁapter fitliest understood of Christ" (III, 353). He further qualifies

this statement when he appeals to Augustine, saying that "Christ is not

g
. -
so called Light, as he is called a Rock, or_a Cornerstone; not by a meta-— «,

phore, but truly, and properly" (III, 353)Y. Deonne explains that although
“‘Jokn the Baptist is at times called "light," as are all the apostles and

all the faithful, all these were "but light by reflexion, by illustration
of a greater light," implying tgat light in these csntexts is but a
metaphor. Christ, on the other hand, Doqne calls "true lighe," "light so,
as no body else was so; so, as.that hee was.nothing but iight" (III; 354);
His insistence_that Chriéi was ''nothing but light" helpé to explain his
statement that the reference to Christ as light is non-metaphoric:

because there is in Chr;st nothing other thaﬁ lighe, tée element of com-

parison or likeness which is essential to metaphor is «disallowed.

Donne complicates his argument further when he comes to speak of
I P &

LY
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.of metaphorical speech, and then a reliance upon it. Donne begins by

vera lux, tota lux, true 1ighc; all light'" (III, 354). By taking on

.

Christ as he appeared in human flesh. He péints out that just as when

Moses received the Law, though his face became too bright to look upon, .

»

he was still mot "all light," so too "Christ Jesus himselfe, who fulfilled

the law, as man, was not so" (III, 354). Because of the infirmity of

the flesh, even '"the nature of man, in the best perfection thereof, is not
’ s

this flesh, then, Christ himself "admitted some shadowes,” and even in.

his transfiguration his body was not made 'thorough lighbé“—*Still,

-

Donne éees.that Christ is to beuéonéidered "a;l-light" and that hé.'
suffered his diviné nature, which is "nothing bht light," "to appeare
and shine thorough his.ﬁiggg, and not to swallow, or annihilate that.
flesh" (ILI, 354). Christ is essentially "all light,h and his taking
on of flesh does not compromise thatK’nor does his'divinity compromisé
or annihilate his flesh. if one.cakes the principlé of incgrnaéion as

éeriously as Donpe does, o&e must see that a merely metaphoricél con-
ception of Christ as light is inapproﬁ;iate and inadequate.

Yet the fact remains that words }ike light do.have metaphorical
weight, and, in an appﬁrent betrayal oflhis own careful disclaimers,
6onne constructs this whole sermon around poetic and metaphoric réflec-

tions upon his text. He warns, as always, of the dangers of diverse

interpretations, writing that '"the more lights there are, the more
P > g 11ghts

shadows are also cast by those many lights" (III, 353)--and then goes on’

to introduce into his own exposition "many lights." This may serve as a

aradigm of Donne's strate in this sermon: first there is a disavowal
P gm ¢ BY

-



asserting clearly that Christ is "true .light, all light,” and then ’ 'f ’

expands and unfolds the méaning of light until it becomes apparent that

-

light also signifies Christ's working through faith and grace. Donne s,

also points out that the sun is the fountain of anothe: kind of llght -

and that reason and:nature are llghts of this order (IIL, 356).,

Similarly, Christ is.the fountain of supernatural light, and the lights

, - .
of faith and grace flow from him. Donne reminds the ordinary believer that

-

he too 1s light, the "light of ohe_world"; still othér light is provided ' .

.

[ .
by Scripture and its commentators (IIL, 353f.).. Such diversity of

.
a -

lights risks a corresponding'diversity of shadows, as Donne has pointed

R . ) o . ‘ '
out. But he demonstrates also in this sermon, whose richnegs. and
. o . -~

shadow, that 'many shadows" perhaps do not always sign#l
12 . -

~

only erroy.

Although shadows and ambiguities do emerge as a result of the poetic
. } »
discourse in this;sefmon, the use of beautiful and poetic language is

in.fact authorized by the example of Scripture itself.13 Donne ¥

% . . . - . ) i -

expldins: v - . ) Y - . -
it is true, we have ‘not’ a Demonstration; not such
an Evidence as that one and two, are threef to -
prove these to be Scriptures of God;. God haph not *
proceeded in that manner ....3ut yet these Scrip-
tures have so orderly, so sweet, and so powerdeI

a working .upon ‘the re*mon, and the understanding. o
‘ (111, 358) -
' . bl ) . _' .'/

"™ That is, the majesty and the harmony of the Sc%iptu:éé‘a%e their "own

evidence, and Donne claims that anybne reading the Scripture, being’movgd'

. . o . ] ; st . . Mo {
‘ . COSEEE s s _ : e
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by their eloquence and'boﬁéistency "would believe it, and he would know

- . -
.

why he did so'" (III, 359). He goes on to emphasize that the success of

+. : . . ) oy
Scplpture's eloquence is in part dependent upon its hearer, and he uses

- -
-

- .

‘the analogy of two men who may be walkinglalc‘ihiPe same shoye 'and seeing
. 4

by the same light, and yet one may pick up pebble§ and cockle shells and -

the o?hét precious péarl and amber (III, 359). That is, aithough the

rd

evidence of truth lies all around—-in the world, in the Scripture and

in Donne's-own Sermon~-it is up to the hearer to seek the pearls, the
' ) 14 | ¢ ' :
things of true worth.. The "curious vanities™ that kindle but "an

- - =

applause in Aiery flétCeréré” (III, 360) aré only '"speckled shells,"

- in themsélves worthless and misleading, and Donne exhorts his hearers

L s A .. <> }(
to listen and extract from eloquent speech the things of true v§£29.
[ . b f

.

In the passage thaﬁ follods} Dﬁhne simul;aneously pursues and

undermines his own rhetorical strategy.- He calls upoh his hearers’

) - ) B". . 1 . ] ] -
knowledge ©of God, their "light of reason,"” not by means of rational
. . o !

discourse, byt--paradoﬁically-—by appealing to their capacity for delight

- * -
Ly

in wit and in moving speech. Donne argues'thae/the way to shine the

light of reason upon-.the interpretation of a text is to dispensetwith
- ° ’
objectivity altogether, and instead to "creep humbly into low and poore

places cus accompany-{ChrisE] in a pprsecution i«v follow him into the

Garden .:. follow him to the place of his scourging” fILI, 360—1).15 This

-

. Lalp
is the kKind of,eloguent appeal against which Donne himself warms, and by"

& :

. . o P Lo - L .
using it he is risking the confusion of "many-shadogs." It is a T

calculated risk,.that Donna‘takés, however, knowing that .only by denying
-_... o " .. X
to his hearﬁgg the safe distance that rational objective discourse aamy

N - %
b ] -
-



74

~

L3

* affords can he move them to, an 'ffective apprehension of the truth
he is seeking to convey. With expla;ation and exposition he could
tellvhis congregation about true interpretation; by moviﬁg them through °
the various senses of '"light" in the direction of conformity with the
text's essential light, Christ himself, Donne teaches a différent‘kind
of interpretation of Scriptural languagé, one that finally does not
depend on words, mehapnoric or non-metaphoric.

After thus concluding the.first section of his exposition, in the

rest of the ée;mon‘Donne procee&égschematiéélly, arranging his dis-
cussibn around four "pairs of lights," "'some of those many “and divers

lights, which are in this‘world; and admit an application to this light

in our Text, the essentiall light, Christ Jesus; and the supernaturall

light, faith and grace" (III, 362). Here Donne describes the lights

of the essence of God and the glory of the saints, the lights of faith

and nature, the lights of" the sun and'mo:f and of’fire, and the lights
T

of précious stones and of reflection. vose lights are of course second-

ary to the "necessary" sense’ of ‘the text_whaﬁh-Donne has already clearly

stated and explicated. Scjﬁl, fully_hi%f the sermon is devoted to these

-
- -

) N N ' . . . :
various light metaphors. It is as if the "essential light' with which
.

Donne opens--and which is, as he has emphasized; not a metaphor--gives
: —_ ~
light to the other metaphoric possibilities of the text. The recognition

\of Chrisﬁ as the essential and true light informs all the other metaphoric
lights and makes it poséible to talk about them.
[ .

Donne's understanding of the nature of "essentiall light" q}so makes

it possible for him to ‘structure his rhetoric as® he does, for it enables

.
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him' to employ the various other lights, and, as he explains, to allow- -

these other "pairs of lights'™ to bear witness to~the essential light. In

e e
-

the same 'y, his own predomipantly_ metaphorical use of .the images of

his text also bears witness'to the essential light, Christ. There is

. LN 4
in this structure a reciprocal relationship, in which the necessary sense

Ay

. ' . e
of the text validates the diverse metaphors, and the metaphoric readings

in turn bear witness to the necessary sense by enriching and expanding it.

This reciprocating relationship between modes  of language is also a

refledtion of the historic relationship te which John.l:8 refers. John

t
" the Baptisct, who "was not that light," "was sent to bear witness of that

light" by his own kind of light; in turn, Christ's presence and actions
validated the-Baptist's ministry.l6 Dlnne's exposition of this, text turns

upon: his recognition of the paradox of both this historical reciprocity and

. . I4
the ongoing reciprocal relationship between outward appearances and

. -
essential truth. Christ is "essential light,'"” and yet "outward ‘tigings

appa?ell” him .(ITII, 368); however, Ehey do so not because he needs their

covering, but because those who look upon him need the witness that his

»

outward appesrances provide. At the same time, those who Jook upon the
1Y, .

"outward things" must rely upon the unseen truth.of God's essence to help

them interpret that visible witness.l7 Similarly, while Donne's metaphors

- -

of light apparel Christ the essential light, and in some measure illumine
’ ot . :
-' . ‘“ \‘ . .
him, in the end Donne concludes that his metaphoric speech 55_235 a

reflected light’, and that it is only in the essential light of Christ

that any other beams of light may be.seen at all. o




-
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2. The Word in God's Voice (Matthew 3:17,

St. punstan's; Trinity Sunday 1624)

_ The principle that "outwarq things apparell God" forms an important

base for another of Donne's sermons on the gospels. On Trinity Sunday
1624 he preached on Matthew 3:17, "And, lo, a voice came from heaven,

éaying,AThfé ie my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased" (VI, 132-49) .

In the opening words of this sermon Donne places his text in relation to

/ . ] . -
the outward observances of the Church,; defending the tradition of appointing //(.

pafticular Scriptures to particular liturgical festivals. He points out

that ;;-the words of his text represent the testimony of God the Father

-

to Christ at his baptism, they afe evidence for the Trinity and thus are

-,

an appropriate consideration for Trinity Sunday.

Donne's insistence upon placing the”historic event of his texc in

. ! -
the context of the present life of the Church underscores his emphasis *

upon the importance of outward observances as' Signs.of God's truth. He

©

draws a parallel between Christ's baptism, which he says is the gospel's

first manifestation of the Irinity,udnqﬁxhe Church's ongoing practice of

3 . Y

'baptism, which is an outward expression of the difficult doctrine of’

the Trinity (VI, 133). 1In Matthew's narrative, one outward observance

(Chri"s baptism} opens the way for a second manifestation of God (the
voice from heaven) that itself bears witness to truth (the mystery of the

Ifinity).: And, as always for Donne, the whole matter of sign§ and outward

ﬁestimonies is closely allied with duestions of language. 'The gospel

narrativé establishes a p;:}grn: the testimony of God's voice empowers .

- . _ ) - - .
£
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Christ to do the "ordinary work which he came for'--preaching--and Christ's

words in turn substantiate and manifest the mysteries of God (VI, 136).

- i

Donne himself participates in the extension of this pattern by
his preaching, his own words which witness to God's voice and to Christ's
-/////’testimony concerning it.: In his treatment of Matthew 3:17, Donne .

proceeds_throdgh the text word bf word, elaborating each in turn and Nes

I} - ‘l r » 3 i 4
extracting from each many possible significations. This method is

-~ .

pot e?fiall} dry and pedantic, but in Donne's hands the ‘constraints that

might seem inevitable to such a strategy disappear, in part because he

does not permit the form of the words to preoccupy him. He is convinced

of the value of language as a signifier of truth, but at the same time

%

. : , .

he insists that one ﬁannot substirute the form of the word itself for
o 3

the truth it conveyg. Those who complacently rely on the ceremony of -

baptism, says Donne, misuse the sacrament for they substitute a religious

observance for true faith, and as a result are but "white-lim'd Christians,

. .
- -

Christians~on the out-side™ (VI, 138). In the same way, those who allow

: » 4 v .
words—-the signs of truth--to become in themselves dictators of truth
R - .
misuse language. v - .
To interpreters who would ignore the overall witness of Scripture
Ll : -
.and construe its individual metaphors in such a way as to serve their

own interests, Donne says:

. : ‘ . . ~ / ﬂ'-:

. behold ghou hast an immortall soule, which-must have
spirituall food, the Bread of life ... and cannot
be emprisoned and captivated to the comparison_of

a Lilly that spins not, or of a Bird that sowes not. T
| . S (VI, 139) ' "
. . r N .
SN . L
\ -‘
) X -
s ~

N
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Donne establishes an impontant'int%rpretive principle here: a

Scriptural comparison like "consider the lilies of the field" is to

be interpreted always and ﬁnly in the context of fhe larger truth to
which'it bears witness and not simply in terms of its own isolatéd N
metaphors. The strategy of this partiéular sermén, a close wo;d-by-word
analysis of the text, i; qesubtle demonstration of Donne's point. A%-
though by procegéihg in this way Donne clearly risks the very "emprison-
ment' against wh%ch he has warned, he circumvents this.danger by allowing
for a diversity of readings for each wo%d, gnd by evoking countless
Scristures that echo the same word in‘othe; pl-aces.18 Donne's standard
for the'eﬁpqsition,of these single words is twofold: he considers the
words themselves as they testify to God's truth, blt he also acknowledges

the présence of truth itself, God's voice that echoes through the words

and through all of Scripture, and in turn testifies tfo them.

[

The essential dependence upon God of the outward witnesses of

language and creation is made particularly clﬁfr“in\ggnne's exposition

his text's reference to "a voice from heavenT" The voice, writes Doax?,

is a middle way between "two other wayes of impriﬁting_che knowledge of

i

God in man," the first being the way of Crpatures, "a darke and weake

way," the secend, "that powerfull way, the way of Miracles" (VI, 142).

.

The creation's witness is incqmblete, for "'the’ voyce of the Creatu;;/nlone,

is but a faint voyce; a low voyce; nor any voyce, till the voyce of the
o A e . Your i

Word inanimate it" (VI, 143)% Miracles too are incomplete, but in a

different way: ‘their weakness as a witness lies in their apparent power,

which is as likely to deceive and mislead the undiscerning observer as
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it is to teach an unseen truth. Donne reminds his$ hearers that Scrip-
ture records many false miracles such as those worked by Pharaoh's
sorcerers, false signs that point not to God but to the workers of the

miracle. The "darke witness" of Creation and the dangerously deceptive
=, :

~

witness of miracles, ''these, and all between these, are uneffectuall

without the Word," concludes Donne (VI, 142).20

*

In his discussion of the significance of his text, Donne is careful

to maintain a balance between affirming on the one hand the value of the
visible and evident testimony to truch fdund in baptism, in the words of

Scripture and in language itself, and insisting, on the other hand, upon

-

the need for the unseen Word of God to"inanimate’all of these wifnesses.
This is in fact the balance--and the paradox--of incarnation: the very
b

flesﬁmby whieh the unseen~is made visible is also that which conceals the

essence of God from man. Both wordsland the Word-—both-the evidences

and the essence of truth--are necessary, Donne emphasizes, and in perfect

balance they are mutually enriching and enlivening.

Donne's appeal to the authority of the "middle way" of God's voice

and Word as the standard for the interpretation of individual’ signs offers.

.at least’'a theoretical solution to the perplexities of imterpretatiom,

R4

but his very acknowledgement of those perplexities is, too, 2 calculated

— 4
gnd insistent reminder

. - .

that in pragfice they are not so easily resolved.

N .

Men's words are not always well-balanced, nor are men's voices always

L aw

in harmony. The voices of men, writes Donne, "have indeed but diminished

the dignity of the Doctrine of ‘the Trinity, by going about to prove it

by humane reaSOn,'or to illustrate-it by wehk‘jﬁgllow comparisons' (VI, 134).

H
.

Tz

4:3
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Later in the sermon, he expands on this notion of flow'COmparisons" by
- X L
listing the blasphemies of heretics who describe the Trinity as "a

Rolle of Wax spread, or a Dough Cake roiTed out," or "a nest of Boxes,

a lesser in a greater, and not equall to one another” (VI, 144). He

condemns these "voyces from amongst us," the inventions of those who -~

\\ seek I'to expresse, and to make us understand the Trinity, in pictures, and

in Comparisoms,” all of which are subject to abuse (VI, 144). Although

\\\'/ye admits that ar first such comparisons and expressions- "had no ill
: purpose,' Donne argues that all such images easily become iddls, and--with

characteristically biting wit--he uses the Romgp Church's reverence for

St.-Peter as an example (VI, 155).21 '

Donne concludes that there is only one way in which to resolve
+
such varjous and discordant voices, and that is £o "evermore rest ... in
. r . . ) .
that voyce which came from heaven' (VI, 145). “Only God knows Christ fully,

-

and so it is only his voice that can make Christ fully known; even if-it
.  were possible for a man to know Christ fully, that knowledge would remain
for him "an unexpressible mystery, no man could reveale it" (VI, 144},

Yot Donne is left with the fact that man must speak, for language is his
1 g .

given means of sexpression. So, although sometimes there are voices,

such as that of Matthew 3:17, which are "mgtaculously formed by God,"

Donne explains that God also has‘)efﬁ ordinary means for conveying ﬁyscerf,

[
.

"the same voice frosi heaven, the same word of Gods but speaking in the,

ministery qf man," even in the present,sermon (VE, 145). This assurance -

- .‘ - :
cona&zzzzgﬂ;hé‘value of human speech does not represent Donne's attempt

.

simply to dispense with the ambivalence concerning men's words-and voices

v
-

-~ -



that he has deliberately reflected in this sermon. This ambivalence #

is his point and his argument: man must continue to’éﬁeak, must risk

making poor and weak and even emprisoning comparisons, knowing.all the
# : .

while that that which his language strives to express is, finally,

inexpressible. . j e

In the closing 3ection of the sermon, a gloss on the words, '"This

is my beloved son," Donne uses again his word-by-word method of analysis.
' -

At this point, however, this method has renewed rhetorical force, for it

has now become a demonstration of Donne's central insight about language,
g guag

-

that one cannot place much faith in human words. Paradoxically, his

painstaking g%oss on the text could be taken to imply the exact opposite,
that iﬁdividual words are able to define the ultimﬁte-me ifg of-the
text. ‘But because Donne's analytic methodology is here coupled with an
gvident distrust of language, it in fact functions'aq a denial of its own
presdppositiowé. When Donne glosses and defines e#cﬁ word, he offers for

it not one but a variety of interpretations and readings. He points out

how even the most revered .of the authorities who have interpreted these

-

words at times disagree, or at least offer several valences of meaning for

each word. For example, in discussing the word "my" in God's "this is my

beloved son," Donn%mkes the point that Christ. is also Abraham's son, the

virgin's son, and David's son. Too, he réminds his hearers that all ‘RL
. . . 1

creatures are in some sense de‘s sons (VI, 147). That is, at the same

time that Donne seeks to,demonstrate the constancy of the Word that provides
<% - ’ ) -
! o . -
R .
the foundations for men's words, he still acknowledges the multiple

valences of meaning for individual words., Earlier in the sermon, he had

’ } ’ L
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argued that only the Word gives life to the testimony of creatures and

-~ -

/ of miracles; hére he presents the corollary, that the individual words

even of Scripture, though they are“inanimgxed"with God's word, can be

only mediators and partial reflectors of truth. . :
Donne's_explicit discussion of the inadequacy of human speech,

together with the contradictions he has subtly incorporated into his

»

own method, reflects his awareness of the complexities and the paradoxes
of his own task as a preacher. At the close of the sermon, his final

\ -
resolution of these paradoxes occurs outside the realm of argument and

proposition. As he did in the sermon on John 1:8, here he offers -

insight into language and interpretation calculated to transform the

interpreter's entire point of view on the text and on his own reflections

about the text.

After Donne finishes'h;s'formai gloss on Maiggsy 3:17, he moves
back and recapitulate§ the whqlq étory into whiﬁ% tﬂét text fits. But‘
in doing.sg,'hé changes the subjeét of thE\story, puteing his hearers fﬁsgl.;
the place of Christ, admonishing them to ”a}cend to that growth, which

. ' -
your Baptigme prepared you to," aﬁd promisin- that "the Holy Ghost shall’
“descend uﬁon you, as a Dove" (VI, 149); This is language of another éort,
not only because it is pobéic réther thag propositional, but also
because it ceases to interprét aﬁd'%géids instead to be interpreted, to
cause the preacher and the hearer both to be subiect to the word; that
are.spoken and to participate in the story that they tell, Language, '

faint and dim mediator of truth though it is, may be redeemed, not by

an interpreter who finds the perfect-comparison or the indisputable
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interpretation of mystery, but rather by a hearer who enters into a

"holy conversation," in which, Donne promises, God "shall breathe a

soule into yoﬁf soule, ‘by that voyce of eternall life" (VI, 149).

3. The Word in Christ's Humanity {John 11:35,

Whitehall, the first Friday in Lent [1622/3])

Donne's discussions of the events that the gospels narrate con-—

sistently reflect his interest in their overall context as elements in

the portrayal of t;éﬁggi} nature of Christ and of the events -and actions

of his life. In a Lent sermon of 1622 or 1623, he preached on John 11:35,
. M ) ' ~

"Jesus wept,” a text which describes simply the silent witness of Christ

to himself by an action neither mirac{lous nor startling but human and

ordinary (IV, 324-44). Donne's concern’with the ways in which unseen

truth may be manifested is as central to his treatment of this-simple

text as it is to his expositiof of texts such as Matthew 3:17 which . i::)

-

describe some divine or extraordinary event. ''Without outward declara--
. . 41‘

tions,”" Donne asks, "wha can conclude an inward love?" (IV, 331). His
obvious point is that Christ's weeping is to be understood as such an
outward declaration--but there is a further reason for pausing over this

rhetorical query. The disparity between Christ’s outward appearance of

such evidently human frailty as that described in John 11:35, and the
L, ' . ) ‘

. - ' re
essentially divine pature which John elsewhere ascribes to him is high- : >
. . - ' ’ . * o . R
lighted in.the paradox that, 'Jesus wept."zz John's report of Christ's. . <~

tears is a particuiafly good example ognzhe great mystér& of Christ's - -
£  §
natpre, for its simplicity draws attention to the almost inconceivable ’

.a | o -4
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incéngruiiy of the fact that God himself wept over the death of a

- ¢

friend. It is this very intongruity that renders this text opaque for
an interpreter épﬁro;ching it wich éurely propositional and discursive

reflexes.” In .his interpretation of "Jesus wept," Donne explofes the

unexpected 'interplay between inner truth and its outward manifestation,

¥

underscoring as he does so the inadequacies of a pr0positiogél approach-

aF
to such a text as this.

The central paradox that Donne explores in this sermon is the truth

-~

that without declaring himself to be‘man_and showing the fréﬁlty of his

fleéh, Christ could not have revealed himself to be God. Altﬁodgh Christ:s

tears are human tears and_as'such are/signs of grief and sorrow, Donne e
expl&ins that they are also signs of d:her‘hidden things. He argues that

Christ's tears are .threefold, and’ that tﬁggggingle réference to his ’ .?

weeping in John 11:35 encompasses all the tears and their significqcions
that Scripture att;ibutes to Christ. The gospel? report that Christ 7’
ert three times,lonce here: over .the death of Lazarus, again later over
the fdté of Jerusalem (Luke 19:41), and a third time during his passion
on the cross. Donne explains that in these three incidents are reflected
three essential elementg of Christ's nature and-bffﬁce: "the first were
Humane teares, the seconq.wéré Propheticall, the third werg Pontificall,
appertaining to the Sacrifice (Iv; 325). Agjr three afL to be seen in ~

_his Yeeping over Lazarus.
The rafionale that Donne proposes for thiélthrgefold reading of
Christ's tears is formulated poetically. He writes that the tears of

John 11:35 are a spring, Christ's tears over Jerusalem are a river, and

-

l' *
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his téaws upon the cross are a sea; and, "because the Spring flowes into
. [ A . ,

the River, and the River into the Sea, and that wherescever we find that’

-

Jesus wept, we find our Text ... we shall looke ﬁpon those lovely, those

we

* heavenly eyes, ‘through this glasse“gflhis owne teares'" (IV, 326). This

passage explains ndthing-in rational. terms, but is rather an account of

how the text works, and as such it fqutibns also as a reflection of

Dpnde's own proposed method of interpretation.' He proceeds through this

sar@ion by way of association and'metaéhoy, concentrating on the images
of tears and weeping, and expanding these notions until they become the

@:re of the sermon; this is like the method of his exposition of

John 1:8, in which the word light focusses_&he entire sermon.23 The

. L

images of spring, river and sea which Donne uses to describe the
symbolic possibilia@ps of his text are effective not because of their
~ logical conmnections.to tears and weeping, but because they are poetically

compelling. _ ,
. b

r

Although this sermon has obvious emotional appeal, its poetic
movement is at e same time calculated and rhetorically subtle.

Donne states his purpose in his opening lines, claiming that though.

a‘grqu'persqﬂége may speake of his Passion, of his
blood; My vicarage is to speake of his Campassion

and his teares. Let me chafe the wax, and wmelt your
soules in a bath of nis Teares now ...-be willing to
;heare him, that seeks not your acclamation to himselfe, -
but your humiliation to his and vour God; not to make
you praise with them that-praise,.but to make you weepe
with them that weepe. (IV, 324) ‘

.

The conscious eloquencé of this introduction appears to be preparing

~

oy
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Donne's aﬁ&iencé for an emotionally charged and evep;theatrical sermon.
The sermon's overall effect, however, is not one of. drama for drama's

sa%e, for wﬁile its eloquence may at times evake tears, its final con-
cern is to correc%_the tendency to self-indulgent melancholy. 5onne's

hear®rs arﬁékp wéep "with them that weep," but they are also to learn to
weep wi?gegim that Jgeps, Chfist; accofding to the examp%e.of his tears.
Christ's tears are a sign of his ;wn mysterious nature as God incarnate,
but because they are the tears of God incarnate, they also provide man
with a patterﬁ for imita}ion.

That,Donne points éut the dual significance of Christ's tears,
that th;y are a sign of. God and a model for man, reflects his ever-
pPresent concern with the paradigm éf incarnation. ‘33'the simglest level,
Christ wept over Lazarus' death in order to declare his humanity, even
though at the same time his divine nature was about to express itself in
"the greatest Miracle that ever he did, the raising of Lazarus, so long
dead" (IV, 326). Thatfmiracle "it selfe declared suff iciently his
Divinity" (IV, 327); the‘éeeping, then, spoke equally of hiﬁ humanity.
But Christ's tears were shed not simply as a witness to the frailty of his
own flesh; Donne emphasizes that Christ weeps as every man should weep, .
but as only 2 man without sin is able to weep. His tegrs were not
"inordinate” but were tears of "natural tenderness,"‘and as such, Donne
insists, '"they were teamsof imitation, and we may, we must weepe tedres
like his teares" (IV, 331). There is a perpefuating refationship between

Christ's tears and man's, in which Christ weeps as man weeps and as man

should weep, and man is by that weeping in turn exhorted toweep as

go—

~

%)
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Christ, in reflection of his perfect humanity, wept.za. Christ as man

wept to redeem tears, and Christ's tears--signs of his humanity--redeem
man. )
Donne comforts his hearers, too, with the reminder that in Christ's

weeping is contained the promise that in the last day he "shall wipe

all teares from thine eves'" (IV, 344; Rev. 7:17). The force of Donne's

argument here is gentle but qompélling, like.the evidence of Christ's
tears which have not the sacrificial efficacy of his blood, yer they have
this, that "the blood was drawme, the teares were given" (iV, 331).
Christ's humanity and qivinity flow together in Donne's poetic tfansla—
tion of the zwo simple words of his text, illustrating béﬁh the complexi-
ties and the strange symmetries of God made man.

In his description of multiple reflections of tears and humanity,
ours, and Christ's, Donne's interest in the significénce of appearances
is always implicit. He makes this concern explicit in a later section of

SN

the sermon in which he discusses death and its appearances, and describes

how even the hand of a great king is in death unable "to nip or fillip

away one of his own wormes,” while the brain of a wise counsellor can
"produce nothing but swarmes of wormes and no Proclamation to disperse
them" (IV, 333). Donne'’s portrayal of the evidences of death here displays

.

the power of nis vivid imagination-working through eloguent rhetoric to
. o . 25
persuade its hearers that they should weep at the misery of death.

This passage draws Donné's audience up to a height of passion and

compassion so that they will weep, and so their tears will bear witness



88

to a a;w acknowledgement of their‘mortglity and their need for
repentance.

Although the tears so induced ma&hévidence Donne's hearers'
acceptance of the truth of his words, they may also be but a response
to the echional force of his appeal. This dilemma is as perplexed as
Donne's own persistent ambivalence about the value of eloquence and of
his own use of language. Late in the serﬁon, he offers as a rationale
for his endeavours to bring his audience to "'weepe with them that
weepe' the expléﬁatioﬂ that "all teares have this degree of good in
them, that they are all some kinde of argument of good nature, of a tender
heart'" (IV, 340). Eloquence has value, because to cause people to weep
even in response to the rhetorical force of a sermen is to bring them
to the begi;ning of understanding. The necessary next step, however, is

that they learn to weep according to Christ's pattern, for the things

that caused his tears, man's fallenness and idolation from God, and his
r .

consequent subjec;ién-ﬂd sin and death.

-Thrbughout this sermon, Donne has described Christ's weeping and’
man's in an attempt to demonstraée the wonder of John's two simple words
that speak of the tears of God.26 Christ submitted himself to the.
limitations imposed by the vestiges of humanity such as his tears signify,
but at the same time those very tears are able to speak through his
humanity and bear’witness-to the nature of God which was also in him. The
witness of Christ's tears, a single weeping in which two realities are
held, is finally a paradoxical witness testifying to.the Incarnatioq,

itself a paradox. Donne closes his sermor on this note, pointing out

?



that the best tears, 'godly teares,'" are always pafadoxical, "for
godlie sorrow is Joy ... To conceive true sorrow and true joy, are
things not onely contiguous, but continuall ... they consist together,
they are all one, Joy and Sorrow" (IV, 343).

1f Domne has by force of his eloquence caused his hearers to
weep, he has alse by his prgaching caused them to conmsider the value
and the meaning of those tears, and to recognize that weeping (like all
outward expressions) is a sign, and can mean many things. Their weeping
can indicate only éelf—indulgent melancholys ~it caa also come as the
expression of a "godly and tender" heart, and signify a new awareness of
the true source of grie&. Donne's sermon is in this sense evidence for
its own argument, that sorrow--both Christ's and_ﬁan's—-may be trans-
formed into a thing of }oy. And, too, because by the form of its
rhetoric it acknowledges the multiple significations of all tears, it
is further alacmonstration of Donne's repudiation of propositional dis-

course as a way of interpreting the gospels' rendering of the mystery of

incarnation.

4. The Word in Christ’s Preaching (Matthew 5:8,

-Candlemas Day [1626/7])

While in some of his sermons, such as his exposition of John 11:35,
Donne calls into. doubt the sufficiency of a propositicnal approach to
religibus truth. Which is essentially apropositional, he is himself a

o . .
master of rarional discdurse, and he demonstrates this in another gospel
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sermon on Candlemas Day of 1626 or 1627 (VIL, 325-48). The sermoﬁnig an
exposition of Matthew 5:8, "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they
shall see God," and id it Donne uges the question of purity to pursue
his questions about language and interpretation. His strategy here is a
propositional one in which he moves through a dialectic of true and
false, working out a model for what is pure by carefully weighing and
balancing various possibilities of interpretation for the text. There
is, however, a troubling question which underliés this dialectic, and

which in fact shapes the entire conception of the sermon more fully than

does Donne's evident concern with the definition of purity. Throughout

.

his expositién Donne asks both implicitly and explicitly whether the
human heart and the expression of it can ever be truly pure.

In the first few lines of the sermon, Donné quaestions the possibility
of human purity by raising the problem of the purity even of Christian

ritual, so much of which is descended from pagan practice. In what is at

L

one level an evident defense against Puritan attacks on 'popish” 5

Fl

L1

practices in the Church of England, Donne reasons that "it is a perverse_
way, rather to abolish Things and Names,_ (for vehement zeale will work

upon ﬁﬁyes as well as Things) because they have bee;whbused, then to reduce
them t;‘theip right use" (VIL, 325). Here in the opening paragraph, Donne
plants the seéd from which the whole sermon will grow.. "Things and Names,"

actions and words—-both man's and Christ's--have been subject to inter-

pretation and abuse, and thus are, strictly speaking, impure. Things and

names are not, however, to be discarded because of this impurity. Instead

they are to be reinterpreted and translated and‘perhaps thereby reclaimed,.

.
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Donne reminds his hearers that Christ himself '"took his own where he
found it," redeeming for the Church's use "those ceremonies, which himself
had instituted in the first Church of the Jews," the same ceremonies

which."the Gentiles had purloined, and prophaned, and corrupted after"

(VIT, 328). -

The question of purity, then--of how to decide what is of value and
what is to bé discarded, what is 'right use" -and what is not--functions
as more than just a dialectical structure for this sermon. It also
determines Donne's choice of focus for its content. For example, when
Donne introduces the context of Matthew 5:8 as Christ's Sermon on the
Mount, he does so in terms of the matter of right use of Scripture

27 '
itself. He acknowledges that there is some doubt as to whether the
sermon recorded in Matthew is the same as the éne reco;ded in Luke, or
whether Christ repcated essentially the same éermon on different occasions.

~ :

After weighing the various possibilities Donne resolves the matrer not
by proferring a synthetic exegetical_solution but rather by drawipg from
an essentially textual problem a homiletic point about the value of
repeating the same truths in different contexts (VII, 329-30). Doﬁne
resolves a similar trivial dispute when he considers the discrepancy
between Luke's and Matthew's narratives concerning "the Auditory, to
whom Christ preached this Sermon," when he concludes that the Church has
a responsibility to preach to all people, whether learned or simple (VII,
330). In both of these cases, Donne sifts through extrancous and often

petty arguments to arrive at a practical and useful coaclusion. Part of

the interpreter's task, he demonstrates, is to learn the right use of the
P ’ e
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words and details of his text, to "try>%eavenly, and earthly things"
(VII, 337) in order to discern what will condqce to true‘puricy agd
what will merely entangle the interpreter in "imaginary and iilusory
puricies" (VII, 334).

The rest of the sermon contains bonne's treatment of the contents
of Marthew 5:8. He proceeds by carefully balancing heaven%y against
earthly things, in order to discard uﬁnecessary disputes and vain
interpretations and come closer to a "pure'" reading of the text. Donne
speaks, too, of such purity as characteristic of the best interpretation
of events. He explqins that the blessedness that comes to the pure in

<
heart is not only "an accumulation of all tha® is Good,” it is also the, -

[y

happiness of their understanding that "even those things, which have in

them, Aliquam'racionem mlli, some. tincture, and name of ill, (as sicknesse
of body, or vexation of spirit) shall be good.to them, because they shall
advance them in- their way to God" (VII, 339-40). According to Donne,
purity-~in readipg and in living--is the result of. having learned how to
interpret and how to see.

While Matthew 5:8 does promise that those who are Lruly "pure in
heart” will finally see.Eod, it does not address the &ﬂestion of whether

any human is in fact "pure in heart,"

nor does it specify how it is
possible to see God. . In relation to this latter point, Donne discusses
the theological dispute concerning whether God can ever be seen in his
essence, and, if so, whether "bB@ily eyes" or "spiritual eyes' are
necessary for that sight. Using the same careful and balanced methodology

he has used throughout the sermon, in this passage Donne acknowledges various
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points of'view concerning the sight of God, and discards qvercurious
readings of the text.zs In his own conclusions about how one might see
God, he reflects his desire that theological speculation be rightly used,
and so cut across the illusory purity of oversubtle points, discerning
betwgen those things that matter and things that do not. For Donne,

the right use of "Things and Names'™ expresses the right use of the will--

and that leads inevitably to the sight of God: \

therefore in all the works of your senses, and in all
your other faculties, -See ye the Lord; Heare him in his
word, and so see him; Speak to him in your prayers,

and so see him; Touch him in his Sacrament, and so see
him; Present holy and religious actions unte him, and

so see him. (VII, 346)

Donne does not end the sermon with this exhortation, however;
‘e

instead, he comes full circle and returns to remind his congregation of
the principle with which he opened his discourse, that "it is a perverse
way, rather to abolish Things and Names ... because they have been. abused"
(VIL, 325). After all of his careful argumentation and explanation of how
purity is to be reached, Donne deliberately returns to the unavoidable
fact that things and names have been abused. Things and names are not
pure and never will be, and yet because man depends upon them for his
knowledge of God and his expreSSiogﬁgf that knowledge, they cannot be
abolished even in the quest for purity. P

In the closing paragraph of this sermon, Donne echoes his early
assertion of pfinciple, and this time his words have new force as he

speaks of his own present struggles to use a language that has been bent

and misused. As he attempts to describe what kind of eyes could possibly
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behold God, he confesses, "I would say sémething of the beauty and
glory of these eyes, and can.finde no werds, but such, as I oy selfe
have mis-used in lower thiags' (VII, 348). Denne_here acknowledges that
his language--as a#i-language——has been pressed into the service of
something less than pure. Th!s admission provides a powerful conclusion
Rrecisely becéuée it expresses the paradox of that sermon as a paradigm
of the paradox of all speech, that it is necessary and yet always
inadequate.

That Donne essentially retracts his own words while at the same
time Epnpinuing to offer them to his hearers demonstrates and establishes
an i%ﬁortant standard for Christian eloquence.29 ‘Earlier in the sermon
Donne explains that "to comprehend, is not to know a thing, as well as I
can know ir, but to know it as well as thﬁt thing can be knowen’ (VII,
345). Similarly, to usec language wisely or purely is not to speak as
well as John Donne can speak; it is to speak as well as it is possible to
speak at all, seeking to use words according to the measure of their
ability to reflect truth. As Donne explains, the power of language
resides not in the ability of the speaker but in his acknowledgement of
the frailty of his words: "God is best 'seen by us, wﬁen we cogfesse that
he:;gnhot be seen ,of us" (VII, 343). Words will ne&er be pure, for it is
Eidaf; true that they will have been "mis-used in lower things.”" The
use of language that is most pure, then, acknowledges impurity and dis-
cerns that, because words are earthly things attempting Lo express

heavenly things, their expression will be always and only partial.

The Church, then, must continue to observe ceremonies whose source is

9

v
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not pure and to participate in ritualé that have-been subjectito abuse;
in the same way, too, Donne continues to use a Thetoric whose elegance
and eloquence render it susceptible to corruption and misinterpretation.
As he does so, however, he draws at;ention to the essentially impure
foundations of all speech, and so leaves his hearers not with a pro-
fession of the truth of his own words buc.with a confession of his 6wn‘
ongofng quest for purit; and for the sight of God. He concludes con-
cerning the vision of God that "our best.expressing of it, is to
expresse a desire to come to it, for there onely we shall learﬁe'what to
call it" (VLI, 348). Purity of speech and purity of the expression

and witness of God come only with the admission of impurity, the
confession of and conformity to God's word to man.

5. The Word in Christ’s Miracles (Matthew 9:2,

Candlemas Day fundated])

In a Candlemas Day sermon on Matthew «9:2, Donne again confronts the
mysterious and perplexed relationship between truth and the spoken word,
and suggests how the impurity of human speech ma; be translated and
perhaps transformed by the speech of Christ, himself the true Word of God.
The text upon which this sermon is based is from Matthew's story of the
healing of a paralytic man, though the verse does not itself refer directly
to the man's physical healing: "and Jesus seeing their faith said unto the

sick of the palsy; Son, be of good cheer; thy sins be forgiven theel (X,

65-83). While Donne does focus in this scrmon upon the divine powgr of
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Christ's action, he does so in an unexpected way, as reflected in his
cholce of Matthew 9:2 as his text. Donne delibérately constructs this
sermon around aspects of Matthew's story other than that of the man's
. physical healing; in so doing_Pe imp}icitly challenges his hearers'
presuppositions about what "miracle" in fact is, and about the nature
and rolehéf Christ's words in the working of‘miracle.ao

One of the most striking rhetorical de;icgs of this sermon is
Donne's persistent use of the metaphoré of clothing and "enwrapping."

He speaks, for example, of the paralytis-gs having ''but a soule in a

sack, it Lath no Lims, no Organs , 69). In anothér place he

reminds his hearers that the apostles and the church wete "enwrapped
in prayer" and thus protected by God (X, 72). He remarks too that the
love and respect of godly men "shall be an armour of proofe to thee"

(X, 72). Donne also uses the metaphor of clothing or covering to »

describe how the friends who brought the paralytic before Christ
themselves perceived Christ. These friends had a certain kind of

faitﬁ, Donne writes
>

- though not an explicite faith of all those articles, which

we, who from the beginning have been Catechized in all

those points, are bound to have, yet a constant assurance

that Christ could, and that he would relieve this dis-

tressed person, in which assurance, there was enwrapped

an implicite faith even of the Messias, that could

remove all occasYons of sicknesse, even sin it selfe.

(X, 71)
The immediate, superficial trust in the human person of Christ enwraps

a deeper or "implicite" faith in the Messiah, a faith which at the time

was concealed even from the friends of the paralytic. The man Jesus and
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their faith in 'him temporarily distracted them from recognizing him as

- R .

Méssiah;lparadoxically, the human flesh which-the Messiah assumed at

£he sanme timg{;eveaied God to them mdre fully than.Ehey could have .
imdgined- o ' . )

‘Donne's im;gé of God clothed in the garment of fiesh is of course

a metaphor for the_Inc;rnation. Thé*incarnaté‘christ himself is-

clothed, too, in the garments of story and gospel, image and metaphor.

_ Donne discusses thé*perpfé%ftieS'of Christ'being so clothed when he

-
- - - . .

-

characterizes the error of self-referential interpreters as being that

- .

of seeking Christ only where they want''to find him and seeing him only
in those garments they wish. to have him wear. Donne writes: ' L.
: = ‘ , £

= N - -

’

we care not for him in §. Pefers Hospital, where he ~
excuses himselfe, Aurum &-argentum non habeo, Silver

. and gold have I none; but in the;quﬁhet Haggais
Exchequer we doe, where hé makes that claime, Adrum
meum, All the gold and all the silver is mine.® ’

- -3

(X, 67y -
These and other images dnd-Stqrieé of Christ that Donne mentions in this
passage are the outward forms éhac enwrap Christ; any inter%reter who
desires fully to understand ghrist, then, must accept his sometip®s .
strange guises-ésg seek]cofﬁnderstand them in the light of both the
visible and invisible aspects of his nature. However, as Donné remazks,

people ire not always willing to reflectyso carefully upon the meaning of

coverings and appearances--'"'as though the different formes of Religion, were

-

but the fashions of the garment, and not the stuffe, we put on, and we put .
off Religion, as we would doe a Livery" (X, 67). The forms of.religion,

like the words and actions of Christ, are the "stuffe" of truth and not
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d . —/ | » >
merely its fashion; and, s0, however unsuitable or unwieldy the inter

preter may consider that stuff to be, he must accept it for the sake of

A
7.

the substantial truth enfolded in it.3l b

The first half of Donne's sermon on Matthew 9:2 is a discussion of

the garmeﬂt of narrative in which Matthew has clothed Christ. Although

Donne does use this occasion to teach principles of faith in this
first part of the sermon, he concentrates‘his discussion upon the

story's details of time, place and character. He points out that

_although Christ offered miracles to allow people to "see Grace to beg, .

preaching was his "principall meanes" (X, 69).

offered unto them,'
Donne accordingly constructs his interpretation of the miraculous events

of the story, not around Matthew's narrative detail but around a close

analysis of Christ's own words, "My son, be of good cheer; thy sins be

forgiven thee."

Donne encourages his congregation to see these words as a catechism,

Christ's "instruction for this new Convertite, and adopted Son of his,"

and as he elaborates the major points of thak catechism it becomes clear
. . . . L 2 . . .

that his own method is deliberately catechistical. He interjects into

his discussion three different series of questions that correspond to

. -

the three lessons of the catechism he identifies in Christ's words, and

also supplies the appropriate.answers for those questions (X, 78, 80).

)

Donne concludes this section of the sermon with a fourth catechism in which

he exhorts his congregation to draw close to God:

r

that which Christ does to his new adopted Somnne here, the
Wiseman saies to his Son, My Son in thv sicknesse be not
negligent; But wherein is his diligence required, or to
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be expressed? in that, which followes, Pray unto the
Lord, and he will make thee whole; But upon what
conditions, or what preparations? Leave off from sin,
order thy hands aright; and cleanse thy heart from all
wickednesse. "Isv+this all? needs there no declaration,
no testimony of this? Yes, Give a sweet savour, and a
_memoriall gf_fine floure, and make a fat offering.

(X, 81; Ecclus. 8}9)

.By stripping away the vesﬁments of story and asking a series of direct
questions about the meaning of that story, Donne is able to uncover
some of the narrative's underlying truth which concerns the mysterious
reiationship between Christ, his words and actions, and God.

That Donne has presegted first 2 narrative and then its interpreca-
tion--first a garment and then the body which it covers--is simply a
variation of the wellworn homiletic method of first clarifying the primary
meaning of a text and then explicating its doctrinal content.33 However,
-.Donne's conclusion to the Matthew 9:2 sermon reflects-a significant
3'innovacion which throws light back over the whole story and gives new
meaning‘to both narrative and interpretation. Donne ends his exposition
by speaking.of the conclusion of Matthew's story of a miracle, and offers
a2 resolution of that narrative and its interprg;ation——the story and the
catechism drawn from it. This resolution mirrers that found in the events

retold by his text.
Matthew's narrative reports Ehat aft;r Christ catechized his new
convert by forgiving his sins:-an outright declaration to the surprised
and angered Pharisees of his claim to be Messiah--he acted again, and
healed the man of his paralysis. In this last act, says Doane, "he

joynes both together; he satisfies the patient, and he satisfies the

beholders too" (X,'83). Donne sees that the words of forgiveness that
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Christ spoke earlie?* in fact were themselves a’healing. Christ's
second action is but the_manifestaﬁion of that "implicite" healing, the
demonstration and even the translation of its authority for the sake
of those observers with g;unted perception, and with 1itcle recognition
of the significance of even what they could see.

Central to Donne's understanding of both miracles of healing in

Matthew's story is his express acknowledgement that Christ performed

them "oni&_by«his word, without anyv naturall, or second means' (X, 83).

*:Chgiggls—wd%d, which speaks both temporally and eternally, encompasses

both the story (the paralytic and his desire for wholeness) and its

interpretation (the Pharisees and their desire for explanation), and thus

shatters the ceonventional notion of how narrative and interpretation

34

are related to each other.
Earlier in the sermon Donne had suggested the importance of the

same idea in the terms of another circular relationship, that which

obtains between bodily sickness and sin; J

and therefore to breake that circle, in which we
compasse, and immure, and imprison our selves, That

as sinne begot diseases, so diseases begot more sinnes,
impatience and ‘murmuring at Gods corrections, Christ
begins to shake this circle, in the right way ro

breake it.
(X, 79-80)

By his word of forgiveness, Donne says, Chrigt broke the sin and thus the
siékness of the man.35 The word of Christ that heais the paralytic is
also, in .the context of Matthew's story as story, the singular word that
alone is able to break into the circle of narrative needing interpretation

that needs to be clothed again in narrative. B& his word, Christ briefly
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"unclothes" himself by revealihg his identity as Messiah; he also’
unclothes the paralytic and frees him from the sack of disease that was
ﬁis body. Unexpectedly, Cbrist‘s'word unclothes the PhHarisees too,
for by it, Matthew remarks, Christ l.‘t:ook knowledge of their thoughts;
for they had said nothing, and he sayes to them, why reason you thus
‘in your hearts?” (X, 82). And Donne's ciosing exhortation makes it
clear that the same word unclothes even the hearers of the sermon,
4in that it callg upon them to remove ”511 disguises, and palliations
of our former sins, by true confession" (X, 83).

In the instant of Christ's speaking the word, for the paralytic,
his friends, and the Pharisees, narrative and interpretation, event
and signification, become one and the same. In that moment, Christ's
word was able to break the cycle of narrative and interpretation and thus
transform the present and limiting relationship between language and its
meaning. However, Christ's word as spoken is to be distingﬁished from
Christ's word as transmitted, for as transmitted in Matthew's gospel,
it refleCCSwthe limitations of all human language. One of those
limitations is that Christ's speech to the paralytic, unlike God's creative
Fiat which was instantaneously spoken, apprehended and obeyed, requires
interpretation and so is subject to the possibility of misinterpretation
and misapprehension.

Donne and his hearers are, inescapably, interpreters of Christ's
speech, for they come late to the story, and can never be part of that

instant in-which one Word changed all words. Donne's solution to the

distance and false categories this situation creates is to offer to his
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hearers at.least the possibility of altering their relationship to the
narrative by their becoming participants in it through a conformity
wi;h its demands. Donne writes that he and his hearers can interpret
more faithfully and understand more fully_"by presenting our diseased
and paralytique souls to Christ Jesus,”" and in so doing "endeavour to

bring him to his Dimittuntur peccata, to forgive us all those sins, which

are the true causes of all our palsies™ (X, 83). The kind of under-
standing Donne recommends here requires that one forego objectivity .
anq so learn to enter in a new way into interpretation of the story,
allowing oneself to be acted upon by it, even as were the paralytic man,

the Pharisees, and all the witnesses of ‘%hrist's miraculous healing word.

O

X4

The gospels' witness to truth is given substance by tﬁe fact that
they speak of Christ himself, and describe the events and words by which
he may be recognized to be God incarnate. A mysterious and extra-
historical reality is always implicit in the gospels, but their explicit
focus is on history, the actual events and actions and audible words of
Christ. 7The various witnesses to Christ which the gospels call upon--God's
voice, Christ's human actions, his preaching and his working of miracles—-
are-eﬁtérnal witnesses, evidence "which we have heard, which we have
seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon, and our hands have
handled" (I John 1:1).

Though they too are limited, the gospels are unique in Scripture

because they do report these dircct encounters between man and God, and
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because they transcribe the words of Ch;ist heard by not just one
;nspired individual but by whole crowds of very. ordinary people. The
evidence of God, however, is\hpt always so immediate, and iniéther
Scriptures it is clear that in. many cases God's actions and words spe;k
through memory more than through experience. The problems of trans-
lating God's word as spoken in the past to someone else, transmitted
through a tradition and then held in memory, are intense; the writer
and interpreter of this kind of manifestation of God's word faceg a for-
midable--and qualitatively different--challenge from that presented by
"gospel." Donne's sermons on wisdom literature address this challenge
by concentrating upon the words of the individual self about God, and

the words of God spoken to that self.



Notes

Augustine writes:

How did He come except that '"the Word was made flesh, and
dwelt among us?" It is as when we speak. In order that
what we are thinking may reach the mind of the listener
through the fleshly ears, that which we have in mind is ex-
pressed in words and is called speech. But our thought

is not transformed into sounds; it remains entiré in

itself and assumes the form of words by means of which it
may reach the ears without suffering any deterioration in
itself. In the same way the Word of God was made flesh
withqut change that He might dwell among us.

} _ (I, xiii)

(On Christian DoctNne, trans. D.W. Robertson, Jr. [Indianapolis:

Liberal Arts Press, 1958']14). For a contemporary discussion of the

relationship between the Word/Logos and the human spcken word, see

Walter J. Ong, S.J., The Prestnce of the Word (New Haven: Yale .-

University Press, 1967) 176-91.

2 !
“ Roslie L. Colie, in Paradoxia Epidemica: The Renaissance Tradition

of Paradox (Princeton: Princeton University‘Press, 1966), discusses the
centrality of the Logos idea to the concept of paradex: "a Werd in

which all other words were implicit, a word totally containing all the
other members of the class of being ... allows for both unity and infinite
variety and relates, by a kind of immanence theory, all things to one
surreﬁl essence, the logos itself" (27-8). Cf. A.E. Malloch, "The

Techniques and Function of the Renaissance Paradox,' Studies in Philology

53(1956) 191~203, who argues that although paradox appears to have a

conceptual base, in fact it has only a verbal base.

3 Colie extends the analogy between God's creaticn and the poet's,

again emphasizing the importance of the Loges concept, and underlining“

e
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the limitations of speech. She writes: "God's creative problem was
‘to make flesh of the Word; the poet's, to make word and words of the
mortal flesh--in other words, God's incarnation must be reworked, worked
the other way, $o that the traﬁ;ient experiences of the mutable body

may lay some claim to immortality. Both unions of word and flesh are

incomprehensible'" (141).

For a provocative discussion of the relationship between nar-
rative and interpretation, particularly in terms of obscure narratives

such as those of gospel and parable, see Frank Kermode, The Genesis of

Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative (Cambridge, Mass., London:

Harvard University Press, 1979). Kermode argues that interprectation is
"an intrusion always, and always unsuccessful"; it is the "enigmatic and
exclusive character of narrative" that it "banish[éé] interpreters from

its secret places" (27, 33-4).

Augustine's influence on Donne in this matter of the relation of
signs and things has been thoroughly examined and documented. See, for
example, Denanis B. Quinn, "Donne's Christian Eloquence,' ELH 27(1960)

276-97, repr. in Seveateenth-Centurv Prose, ed. Stanley Fish (New York:

‘
Oxford University Press, 1971) 353-74, and ileather Asals, "John Donne and

the Grammar of Redemption," English Studies in Canada 5(1979) 125-39.

Asals discusses Donne's Augustinism, making duaifﬁz? that "the prose
argues the presence of the Word in words, and the poetry demonstrates

(or represents) the Word in words"™ (125).
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_6 The other two sermons on John 1:8, Midsummer Day 1622 (IV, 143-62)
and October 13, 1622 (IV, 210-34), both concern the person and calling
of John the Baptist.

Frederick A. Rowe, in I Launch at Paradise; A Consideration of

John Donne, Poet and Preacher {(London: Epworth Press, 1964), discusses

the imagery of light in this-John 1:8 sermon and its relarion to the

Genesis creation narrative (l45f.).

In a sermon preached Easter Monday 1622, on Il Corinthians 4:6,
Donne remarks that "in all the Scriptures, in which the word Light is
very often metaphorically applved, it is ﬁever applyed in an 1ll sence ...
Christ is the light of the world, and no ill thing is call'd light"

(Iv, 103).

.

Sece Chapter VI below, 213-216, for a discussion of Donne's treatment

of the "principal sense” of a text.

In her discussion of this sermon, ielen Gardner interprets
Donne's rejection of the reading of light in John 1:8 as reason to be
evidence for Donne's rejection of "spiritual" readings of the text (''The

Limits of Literary Criticism," The Business of Criticism {Oxford:
¥

Clarendon Press, 1959] 138-9).

1 John §. Chamberlin, im Increase and Multiply: Arts—-of-discourse

Procedure in the Preaching of Donne (Chapel Hill: University of North
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Carolina Press, 1976), discusses the preaching ﬁethods of Donne and
his Anglican contemporariés and\notes their reliance upon patristic

and figurative exegeéis, and their high regard for individual words
"and the multiple significations spread out in networks of interrelated
meanings throuéhoutall of Scripture" (104). Such a methodology,
Chamberlin argues, is a reaction against the Puritan sermons, which

.
employed a topical logic and tended to reduce the text to a series

of doctrinal commoﬁplaces {95-108).

- 2 s .
A useful insight into Donne's tendency to concentrate on

individual words in a2 text is provided by Michael Hall, "Searching the

Scriptures:; Meditation and Discovery in Donne's Sermons," New Essays on

Donne, ed. Gary A. Stringer (Salzburg Studies in English Literature,
Elizabethan and Renaissance Studies 57[197ﬂ ). Hall writes that

Donne's exploration of single words functions to "open a text outward ‘and
Lo encempass a larger portion of Séripture and e;perience"; "on other
occasions the act of exploration ﬁﬁy lead only to contraction of meaning

0
and limiting of signification, even to clearing the words of the tex:"

(219, 233). 1In either case, however, Donne "seems less concerned wifh
the more usual rhetorical tactics of refutation and confirmation than
with exploration and underétanding. His method is to seek out common
interpretations and areas of agreement and redefine the wo;deigf a rext
for himself and the congregation" (228). ’
L

Augustine remarks of Scripture that its eloquence comes not only

from the beauty of its words but also from the truth that informs them,
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and offers this model of eloquence to the Christian orator: "for one
who wishes to speak wisely, therefore, even though he cannot speak
eloquently, it is above all necessary to remember the words of Scripture,
The poorer he sees himself to be in his own speech, the more he should
make use of Scripturé ... He shall give delight with his proofs when he

cannot give delight with his own words" (On Christian Doctrine IV, v

[Robertson 122]).

i
¥ Bruce Henricksen, in "The Unity of Reason and Faith in Donne's

Semmons," Papers on Language and Literature 11(1975), cites Donne's

parable of the men walking by the seashore as an example of his treatment

of Ehe contrast betwen right and abused reason (24-5).

1
> In his designation of Donne's prose as "self-consuming," Stanley

Fish discusses Donne's repeated subversions of his own rhetorical

strategies (Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century

Literature [Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press,
1972]). Fish makes the response of Donne's audience central to the very
stfucturc of the sermen, arguing that by his self-consuming tactics, Donné
undermines the "supposed subject'" of the sermon--the text--and reveals the
"true subject" to bé ourselves, the hearers (63). The sermon's true
structure is thus conformity with Christ, a structure which demands that

the hearer abdicate normal rational modes of understanding a text (49).

Helen Gardner, however, objects strenuously to Fish's view of Donne's

prose, pointing out that he draws large conclusions from a very small
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sample. Gardner stresses Donne's emphasis on clarity~—-the clarity he
finds in Scripture's own eloquence——and she emphasizes that Donne him-

self rejects false rhetoric as misleading (In Defence of the Imagination

[Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Upiversity Press, 19827 89-94). While I
concur with ilelen Gardner's emphasisupon Donne's concern for clarity,

and agree too that he would not have had his audience merely

harassed aﬁd bewildered by his sermons, my own examination of the sermons
has revealed Donne's repeated and deliberate defeat of the hearer's
conventional expectations. This strategy is by no means misleading;

it doés, however, cause the hearer to.apprehend in a new way that the
best interpretation of the Scriptural text is conformity with ir, noﬁ

just an objective reading of it.

g

lé.Luke 7:19ff.; see especially v. 22.

17 The visible witness is particularly emphasized in the Roman
Ciurch's commitment to cutward formg; the unseen truth of God is stressed
_in the Puritan commitment to the "inner voice" in each indiyidual. For. %
an illuminating discussion of Donne's poetics as expressive of his
adherence to a gij media between thesc two positions, see Heather Asals,

"David's Successors: Forms of Joy and Art," Proceedings of the PMR

Conference 2(1977). Asals writes that "to Donne's way of thinking the

AY
b

mystery of the relationship between the outward voice and the inward

5
voice (verbum) clothed in it finds precedence in the relationship between

John Baptist and Christ" (33). )



110

18 This of course is a reflection of Donne's assumption of the

validicy of typological interpretation and the notion of history it
implies; it also expresses his belief in the wvalue of words as signs

and the iation of verbal creation with Incarnation. Michael Hall

remarks thit as a

>

sult of Donne’s grammatical methods, "the reader's
recognition is thus awn out and renewed by the elaboration of the

words' own reveldtory fullness'" ("Searching the Scriptures" 158).

Bruce Henricksen relates Donne's. emphasis on the insufficiency

™~
)

of the "voice of the creatures” to his essential position that because’

. ~
]

of the fall, the‘natural means of knowing qbd--reason, reading the book
b [

of the world--has been perverted and that thus supernatural means=--such

as the Scriptures--are necessary ("The Unity of Reason and Faith" 21-2).

?
Donne's use of "Word" throughout this sermen is purposely

ambiguous, and is enriched by this ambiguiﬁy. "Word" refers variously
to the Scripture, to‘Jesus Christ, to the éternal creative Logos, to the
literal words of God's veoice recorded in Matthew 3:17, and even to the
sermon being preached. My own use of "Word," then, also carries these

multiple references. For a discussion of the various levels of meaning

"traditionally assigned to "Word of God," see Walter Ong, The Presence of

-

the Word, 179-91. ' ‘ ’

21 S%e the discussion of the link between imaginatien and idolatry,

"Chapter I1 above, 43-5.
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22 Cf. John's references to the divine nature  of Christ: John

<

1:1-18; 5:39-47; 6:35; 8:12; 10:7-11; 12:46; and 14:6.

4

William R. Mueller, in John.Donne: Preacher (Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 1962), remarks on two of Donne's sermons whose structures e

are determined by a central water analogy, this one on John 11:35,-and a

penitential psalm sermon on Psalm 38:4 (142ff.).

For a discussion of the John I11:35 sermon as an illustration of
the "paradoxical riddle-that emptiness is fullness," see Tefry-Sherwood,

Fulfilling the Circle: A Studv of John Donne's Thought (Toronto, Buffalo,

London: University of Toronto Press, 1984) 119-22. Sherwood emphasizes
that for donne, God's emptying himself in.the Incarnation is a model
. ,
for man's contrition; man's conformity to Christ's self-emptying is "to
. °
know Christ crucified experientially within oneself," and is "the sum -

of saving knowledge' (121)}.

25 .
Joan Webber, Contrarv Music: The Prose Stvle of John Donne

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1963), comments updn Donne's
use of the macabre as a dramatic device in his sermons, one which
fulfills one of the preacher's .functions, that of "shaking the soul”
(9?, 105—6)--

2
“" Rosalie Colie offers thgﬂyseful insight into the relationship

between paradox, wonder and modes of speech, that "the genre and rhetoric

of paradox, since it exists, like-love, in order to conjoin disjunctive
o

e
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elements and states of being, and to elicit the wonder appropriate to
such a state of Being, are proper manipulations of the lame language
by which men attempt to approximate their sensations of love's trans-

cendence, whether that transcendence be momentary or eternal" (Paradoxia

Epidemica 141).

27 See Donne's comment, in an exposition of Mark 16:16, on preaching

on Christ's own words: 'the best texts that we can take, to make

Sermons upon, are as this text is, some of the words of Christs owne

Sermons' (V, 263).

28
Augustine sheds a practical and homiletic light on this text

and the matter of how to see God in On the Trinitv, ctrans. Arthur West

Haddan, A Select Library of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed.

Philip Schaff (1887; Crand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976) vol. ITII. Augustine
writes that because God is not "a body to be searched our by carnal

ot

eyes, except lle is loved by faith, it will not be possible for the
heart to be cleansed, in order that it may be apt and meet to see Him"

(VILII, 4; Schaff 1148).

Dennis Quinn, in "Donne's Christian Eloquence," outlines Donne's
q 3

indebtedness to Book IV of Augustine's On Christian Doctrine for his

rhetorical model (353-62).

-

30 . .
In her introduction to John Donne's Sermons on the Psalms and

Gospels (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1963), Evelyn Simpson
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notes Donne's practice of choosing ;ff—centre texts from the passage
on which he is preaching. Thié, sh; says, is to avoid the danger of
lessening the power of a Scripture by too much repetition: "Donne
avoided this difficulty by studying carefully the whole passage in
whiéh his chosen theme is stated and then selecting as his actual text
a verse which would lead ﬁp to and suggest the verse which he actually
wished to impress on the minds of his-hearers" (9). Simpson uses his
choicg of John 1:8, "he was not that light," over John l:9--the heart
of the.passage, "that was the true light"--as an example of Donne's
practice.

N

31

In Essays in Divinitv, ed. Evelyn Simpson {(Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1952}, Donne writes, "No garment is so neer God as his word:
which is so much his, as it is he" (39). For Donne, words--garments

though they may be--are clearly not to be disregarded.

Joan Webber discusses the tradition of catechistical dialogue
in religious prose and discourse, and illustrates Donne's use of this

pattern pf speech (Contrary Music 101). See Sermons VIII, 174; II, 356;

and III, 113.

3
3 The general structure of Donne's sermons——detailed analysis of

the text; illustration with proofs and examples; and reconstruction of
the text from its parts--relies upon classical and patristic models, as
shown by Herbert H. Umbach, "The Rhetonia of Donne's Sermons,"” PMLA 52(1937)

354-58. In this regard, see also KHarry Caplan, Of Eloquence: Studies in
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Ancient and Medieval Rhetoric, eds. Anne King and Helen North (Ithaca

and London: Cornell University Presé, 1970}, who remarks that Donne's
sermons "yield surprising discoveries of spiritual similarity with the
serﬁons of the Middle Ages" (50). <Caplan describes the medievél sermon
method, whicé refdects a strong scholastic influenée in its use of

-

definitions and distinctions, as being "to unfold the sermon from the
internal essence of the truth with which it was concerned by ¥xplaining

the text and by deducing associated lines of thought' (44).

An illustration of the unending circle of narrative and inter-
pretation is the view of Frank Wermode, that interpretation is always
an intrusion upon narrative, and thus the end result of any interpreta-
tion, any reading, is always disappointment. "World and book," Kermode
writes, "it may be, are hopelessly plural, endlessly disappointing; we

stand alone before them" (Genesis of Secrecy 143). -

35 . C . .
On Donne's use of the traditional association of sickness with

sin and healing with grace, 'see Winfried Schleiner, The Imagery of John

Donne's Sermons (Providence: Brown University Press, 1370) 68-85; Troy'

Dale Reeves, "Sana me Domine: Bodily Sickness as a Meards of Grace in

Donne's Sermons and Devotions," American Benedictine Review 33(1982) 270-5:




Chapter 1V
r
The Language of Confession:
Donne and the Interpretation of Wisdom Literature

(Sermons on Psalm 32)

Then turne
0 pensive soule, to God, for he knowes best,
Thy true griefe, for he put it in my breast.-

"Holy Sonnets' VIII

Of Donne's one hundred and sixty extant sermons, forty-eight are
based upon texts from Scripture's wisdom books and of these, two-thirds
are ekpositions oflLexts from the Psalms. Donne preached three separAte
sermon series on penitential psalms, a series of six sermons on Psalm 6,
eight on Psalm 32 and gix on Psalm 38.1 Although he did preach eon texts
from Proverbs, Job, the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes, the emphasis
upon the Psalms in Donne's canon indicates that his interest and
sympathy a}v\not with the purely sapiential or aphoristic aspect of wisdom
literarure aé much as with the confessional tradition that many of David's
psalm§ reg;eéent.z The seven psalms traditionally identified as the
"penitential psalms"--6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130 and l43--are especially
reflective of this confessional mode of wisdoﬁ.3 Conventional, penitential

themes, such as sorrow for sin, despair caused by present suffering, and

-the desire for reconciliation with God, are also strongly confessional

) . 115
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themes. The Psalmist's descriptions of his penitence speak eldquently
also of his personal experience of guilt and grief.

Scripturefs penitential psalms are more than just confessions of
self, however; they are also confessions of God and professions of the
Psalmis;'s faith in him and in his mercy. Still, in the penitential
psalms the writer's consciousness of God is coupled with a high degree of
self-consciousness, and his awareness of his own affective response
to his suffering is as intense as his desire to discover God's purpose
in allowing that suffering. Paradoxically, ghen, the subject of these
psalms is both the profession of God and the profession of self. The
Psalmist attempts to speak of an essentially unknown and unseen God,
and to reveal him by speaking of what he does know, himself--but in so
doing he risks allowing the truth about God to be circumscribed and evenIf

-

distorted by his own fallen and self-centred concerns.

Thg tensi;n that this paraéox creates presents a number of particular
complexities for the interpretation of penitential psalms. Precisely
because they express such an evdident preoccupation with self, they demand
a rigorous and objective consideration of the significance';f their
context as Scripture. The nature of Scriptural confession is perplexed,
for if it is to be understood as Scripture-——and hence authoritative—-it
must be seen to transcend the human self. In this sense, it is perhaps
mofe true of confession than of some other modes of Seriptural speech that
its best interpretation is one that is consciously translation. While

it does alter the forms of speech, translation assumes for its text an

objective meaning or content which it does not alter. The interpreter who

p
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seeks to translate a penitential psalm takes as his premise an under-
lying structure of truth which is independent of the psalm's immediate

. . . . . 4
concern with the particular and subjective experience of the self. 1f
confessions such as those found in the penitential psalms may be trans-
lated into other forms of expression, then, they can be seen to rise above
self-reference. In seeking new forms for the expression of content,

-

interpretation that is translation seeks also to change the Psalmist's

account of his present and individual experience and to render it in a

form which bespeaks & general, universal truth.

In his sermons on the penftential psalms, Donne addresses this
questipn of how an individual's confession of self may escape the charge
‘of self-indulgence and seif-enclosure if it becomes also a confession of
God. Throughout his commentaries on these psalms, Donne refers repeatedly
te II Samuel 12 and compares David's response to the prophet Nathan's tale
of a wealthy man who had commandeered from a poor man the one lamb he
owned, to the confessions expressed in David's penitential psalms.5
David responds to this reported injustice with an instant legal judgement,
sentencing the rich man to death. But his understanding of Hathan's story
is severely limited, for David fails to éerceive that in fact Hdathan is
speaking figuratively about the injustice David himself had committed when
he took Bathsheba, the wife of one of his own military commanders, and

then had the man killed. David's interpretation, which takes the particular

eveﬁgg*;;\Bhe tale at face value, is clearly inadequate, and Nathan
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himself.delivers the definitive interpretation oflhis owﬁ story when he

reveals it to be a parable by announcing to David, "Thou art the man!"6
David's preoccupation with his own power and pléasure blinded him

to the fact that the story was in fact a translation of the events of

his own guilty situation. But the moment Nathan's "Thou art the man!’

translates the identicy of the anonymous "wealthy man,' David uﬁderstands

and accepts Nathan's interpretation, confessing simply, "I have sinned
i

against the Lord" (I1 Samuel 12:13). The parable, then, is interpreted
three times: first, inadequately, by David; then, authoritatively, by
Nathan; and fiﬁally Jathan's interpretation is itself interpreted by
David's confession.

When he discusses this event, Donne points out that until David had
confessed his guilt, he could not "understand his state" mor interpret
the parable (IX, 38l). Here, confession is interpretagion--and, in the
case of Nathan's parable, it is the best interpretation, for it is the
one that recognizes the essential relationship between the parable's
description of particular events and its general reference to principles
of truth-and justice which apply to all men. David's confessional inter-
pretation is focugied neither upon an abstract generalization of the
situation (as was his first legal interpretation of the story) nor upon
a guilty preoccupation with himself as "the man." By his confession David
is freed from both extremes, and Nathan in turn is able to offer him the
redemption of his situation by promising him God's forgiveness (II Samuel

12:13). DBecause-—as the II Sanmuel narrative demonstrates and Donne

emphasizes--confession can function as interpretation, it is also a form
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for instruction concerning the meaning of a text or an experience, and

thus is not merely a variant form of autobiography.

1. Speaking of the Self: Autobiography and Confession

This chapter examines Donne's eight sermons on Psalm 32, a series
in which he focusses particularly clearly on the interpretive problem

of balancing autobiography against instruction in the confessional T

.

%,

psalms. Donne's express concern in this series is to address the question
of the nature of FOnfession, something he does not do explicitly in
the Psalm 6 ahd;Péalm 38 series; here his interest in the nature of
confession is provoked and made necessary by the central theme of Psalm
32 itself, the contrastlbétween the experiences of keeping silent about
guilt and of acknowledging that guilt before God.7

In his treatment of the meaning of confession in this psalm and
elsewhere, Donne mﬁkes-clear the extent to which the confessional tradi-
tion pafticibates in the Scriptural tradition of wisdom and instructioen
in wisdoﬁ; The notion of "wisdom" in Secripture is profoundly ethical,
and is characterized by a desire to live_according to God's law, by a
capacity to "wait patiently for the Lord"” and trust in him, and by the
recognition that ''the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisc.lom.”8 The
considered and aphoristic reflections contained in the book of Proverbs
clearly teach wis&om in this sense; in his exposition of David's confes-

sional Psalm 32, Donne demonstrates that this text too provides authori- .

tative imstruction in Scriptural wisdom.
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Donne's insight concerning the value of confession as a ‘mode of
instruction in David's psalms provides him with a criticél and.objective
viewpoint for analyzing)these texts; it also provides him with a model
for his own approach to teaching the penitential psalms. David instfucts
through confession, and so Doane in turn emﬁloys a vivid and dramatic
rhetoric of confession in order to clarify his expository arpuments. COne
commentator who has noted the importance of Donne's dramatic appfoach to
these texts 1is Dennis Quinn, who remarks upon Donne's relentless emphasis
on physical images in the Psalm 38 sermon series as expressive of his
attempt to "reveal the affective meaning, the fully realized meaning of

-

the text." In relation to the Psalm 6 series too, Quinn notes how 1
Donne dwells on the fear and weakness of the unrighteous man in order to
bring the congregation "to experience the psalm spiritually rather than
- . .,10 .
understand it or grasp its moral. In the Psalm 32 series toc Donne
appeals to his hearers through compelling accounts of the experience of
guilf\end suffering. But what may appear to be passionate moments of
self-revelation are not sudden outbursts at all;frather, they are part
of a deliberate and calculated rhetorical strategy which Donne pursues
. 11
throughout the Psalm 32 series.
All through his exposition of Psalm 32, Donne illustrates the
necessary balance between autobiography and instruction. He notes the

importance of both elements in the text of the psalm, which he remarks

: . L ; . o 12 .
is titled "Davidis Erudiens," "David's Instruction,” ~ and yet contains

passages which express not wisdom but despair:
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When I kept silence, my bones waxed old through
M roaring all the day long.

For day and night thy hand was heavy upon me: my
moisture is turned into the drought of summer.

{(Ps. 32:3-4)
As part of his instruction for his hearers, Donne, like David, deliberate-

1
ly includes passages which speak of his own struggles with sin and guilt.

.

For example, in the first sermon of the series he writes:

but because I can have no testimony, that this génerall
redegption belongs to me, who am still a sinner, except
there passe some act betweene God and me, some seale, some
investiture, some acquittance of my debts,.-my sins ... for
my recovery from my disease ... by [Christ's] comming to
me, by spreading himself upon me, as the Prophet did upon

the dead Child, Mouth to mouth, Hand to hand. (IX, 261) .

In the second last sermon of the series, this same confessional tone
occurs again:

Deliver me, 0 Lord, from my sins, pardon them, and

then returne to thy first purposes upon me; for I am

sure they were good, till I was 1ill; and my illnesse

came not from thee; but may be so multiplied by my

.selfe, as that thou mayest bit me and bridle me so,
as that I shall not come near thee. (IX, 390)

.

In both of'these passages the confessional nature of Donne's speech
is underscored by his reversien to fir§t person. Joan WbeéE has comnented
upon the importardce of Donne'’s use of the first person throughout his
sermons as representative of hié "putpit -self," and as such combining "the
immediqcf of the 'I,' in varying degrees,-witﬂ the ceremonial and
symbolic nature that he attributes to himself as intermediary between God

and man." Webber outlines the various ways in which Donne uses the



122

-e - ) . 3 - 3

first.person; at its most basic, "the 'I' simply facilitates the making
. nl!‘ v, . ’
of a point. In other passages, though, Donne's persona becomes so )
closely identified with himself that he becomes the persona, a symbol whose
" . ' - o w15
human qualities are wholly submissive to this symbolic portrayal.
+ .
His use of the first person in the "confessional"” passages of the Psalm
32 series falls somewhere between the two. By referring to himself in
these passages, he includes himself with his hearers as he identifies
- and describes emotions and experiences common to all people. Webber
3 - - N

suggests that at times Donne uses his persona to develop a '"meditation
that is entirely his own" and in which "the audience could only have

16

shared vicariously." In these penitential passages, however, in

imi;ation of the model he identifies in Psalm 32 as a model for instruc-
tion, Donne's persona speaks of the gengral human need for repentance, and
not only of Donne's indiv}dual sin. His rhetoric, then, operates not

to exclude his hearers from his expericnce,-but rather to draw them into

it and to encourage them to conform to the response to God that it

describes.
The single»mbst striking passage of Donne's rhetorical use of
confession in his exposition of Psalm 32 occurs in the third sermon of ‘
- .
the series, his discussion of the psalm's fifth verse. Here, following

the authority of St. Jerome, Donne appends two words to his text: the

text reads "I will confesse my sinnes unto the Lord, Domino confitebor,"

and Donne adds, 'adversum me,’ "against my selfe" (IX, 298, 310). By

choosing te acknowledge these two words as part of the text, and by

extending their use of the first person rhrough his own, Donne adds

b
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emotional force to his discussion: =

a
-

the more I finde Confession, or any religious
practise, to be. against my selfe, and repugnant
to_mine owne nature, the farther I will goe; in
iv ... The more I say against my selfe, the more
L vilifie my selfe, the more I glorifie my God.

(1X, 310)

He follows this statement of principle with his own example and his own

-
confession. In a passage which suggests that he is tempted to find himself-- -
»

and not confession--"repugnant," he writes:

Depart, in withholding thy Sacrament, for I am
leprous inough to taint thy flesh, and to make the
balme of thy blood, poysoa to my soule ... And if I
be too foule for God himselfe to come neare me, for
his Ordinances to worke upon me, I am no companion
for my selfe, I must not be alone with my selfe; for
1 am as apt to take, as to give infectiony: I am a
reciprocall plague; passively and actively con-
tagious; I breath corruption, and breath it upon

my selfe. (IX, 311)

.

The mounting force of the metaphors by which Donne describes himself in
this passage is remarkable. Donne is not only explaining despair; by

his intense application of these metaphors to himself he is also manifest-
ing despair and at the same time moving his hearers to experience it

with and through him in order that they might learn to look beyond their
present circumstances to God, who alone can answer that despair.

As this confessional passage continues, however, Donne begins to
shift ground, and although he sustains his use of first person, he moves
away from metaphor imfo propositional statements of his own unwérﬁhiness,
claiming that "I have deserved to be dis-inherited,” "I have deserved to

be annikilated" (IX, 311). Finally, in his ultimate admission of

-

-
-,

&
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unworthiness, he writes, "I am not worthy to stoop down, to fall down,
to kne€le before thee ... So farre dee I confesse Adversum me, against my
selfe, as that I confesse, I am not worthy-to confesse"” (IX, 311). 1In
one sense, of course, this is. Donne's final dramatic expression of the
extremity of his guilt, and as such qarks”%be rhetorical height of the
passage. In another sense, this admission has exactly the opposite
effect, for by it Donne turns the entire passage of confession back on
himself and exposes its essential iﬁpurity; that is, he ultdermines any
autoblographical element his confession might reflect and uses his words
instead to warn his hearers and to lastruct them about the dangers of
false confession. 'As Donne points out, to concent;;ae obsessively upon
the self, even in despair, is to despair of God and to doubt his
13

presence; paradoxically, then, all confession--which purports to admit
humility--in fact has the potentiai to bespeak pride.18

Yet despite the fact that a true or pure confession is so foreign to

man, so0 much "agminst his self," that it is unworthy of God, confession

is still netessary. Donne writes:

be thar still thought b¥st, that is most Adversum
nos, most against our selves, That that most layes
flat the nature of man, so it take it not quite
away, and blast all vertuous indeavours.

(IX, 311)

Here Donne has exchange® Adversum me for Adversum nos, and by so daing he
emphasizes the fact that his confessions of his own weakness are a‘confessiou
of the weakness and despair of zll men. Notably, too, his movement away
from the first person singular follows his disavowal of the worthiness of

kY

his confession, and so substantiates that disavowal and focusses his
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hearers' attention away from himself.

I

The structure of Psalm 32 itself provides Donne with a model for

this method of teaching. He writes:

?
so have you the whole mystery of .Davids Confession,
in both his Acts; preparatory, in resenting his
sinfull condition in generall, and survaying his
conscience in particular; And then his Deliberation,
-his Resolution, his Execution, his Confession;

C ssion of true sins, and of them onely, and of all
-them, of his sins, and all this te the Lord, and all

that against hlmself%.‘ (I%/ 311-2)

That is, an eloquent and impassioned confession is not its own end; it
is merely preparatory to ﬁhe more important step of turning to God with
that confession and seeking his mercy. David's reseatment of himself is
only a part of the attitude of confession as Doﬁﬁe sees it, for wheﬁ
Donne begins to speak in terms of "we" and not "I," he also reminds his
hearers that such resentment of self is not to be so intense as to "blast
all vertuous indeavours." Confession must also affirm the self as it is
redeemed before God, for each self is made in the image of God, and thus
even in its worst moments is reflective of God.

Donne's emphasis upon the self as the image of God has immediate
implications for our undérstanding both of Psalm 32 and of Donne's
treatment of the psalm. If the self is God's image, it is never autonomous;

~

its cxistence and its experience have value only because they reflect

God. Thus confession of self may, in Donne’'s eyes, escape and transcend
the trap of self-reference which may seem inevitable to this mode of
speech.l9 It is this insight which allows Donne to counter the possibilitry

of a merely emotional or affective reading of Psalm 32, even while he

-
- . . . . -
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includes passages that have obvious emotional appeal. 1In his role as
a preacher, whether he assumes a confessional or autobiographical voice
or persists with a propositional and instructionalsmethod, Donne s£rives
to achieve a balanced mode of speech which ;;;Téteﬁ’fﬁét of his text.

. |
As a preacher here, he is neither an instrugfax\sor an ordinary
despairigg man with whom his hearers are fully to identify. He seéks,

rather, to present himself as an image of both thqée things, and as'y
such, he is also a reflection of the Psalmist.

Donne's presentation of himself in the Psalm 32 series is parallel

. . . . : 20
to what he understands as David's presentation of himself in the psalm.
In the first sermon of the series, Donne speaks of David as "s0 great
a Master” (IX, 251), and notes the importance of the psalm's title,
w

"David's Instruction.” Donne goes on to explain that David is a wise
teacher who recognizes the truth of Augustine's observation that "we
cannot truly love any thing, but that we know," and so teaches things
which are "in-intelligible' and "unconceivable" "in such notions, and
by éugh lights, as may enable us to see it, and know it in this life"
(IX, 251). Donne writes that in Psalm 32 David "apblies himselfe to us"
(IX, 264) in three steps, first by "instruction in fundamentall things,"
then by speaking of the blessedness of the next world, and finally by
offering "an earnest, an evidence of this future and consummate Blessed-
nesse."

The third step which Donne identifies in David's teaching, the "ear-

nest’ of future Blessednesse,"

is the assurance that "'Christ dyed suf-
ficiently for all the world, That Christ offers the application of all
: b4
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this; to all the Christian Church, That the Holy Ghost seals an aSSuranbe

thereof, to every particular Conscience well rectified” (IX 264). Donne

emphasizes the ipportance of this third movenent in David's teaching,
the application of redemption to the self, when he explains that not
only does God not impute sin to him, but further, "the Lord shall not

suffer me.to” impute sinne to my selfe" (IX, 262). Therefore, he writes:

I shall not hope, that Originall sin shall not be imputed,
but feare, that Actuall sin mgy: not hope that my dumte
sins shall net, but my crying sins may; not hope that my
apparant ‘sins, which have therefore induced in me a
particular sense of them, shall not, but my secret sins,
sins that 1 am not able to.returne and represent to mine
owne memory, may:  for tifs Non Imputabit, hath no

. P l}mltatlon. (IX, 263-4) : .

Donne's use of the first person here mirrors his emphasis upon the in-

dividual's experience of God. For Donne, teaching and preaching both

must move beyond simple instruction in matters of doctrine, to stress

- 1

the application of that doctrine to the self.
The centrality of Donne's concern for the self in his sermons
indicates the extent te which Donne's interpqstations of Scripture focus

upon the relationship between God and the individual. Deanis Quinn is one

critic who has identified Donne's exegesis as primarily tropelogical,

.

commenting that "a sense of Christ's relation to the individual soul is

for ,Donne the essence of faith itself.” Quinn argues that Donnetls use

»

of the Scriptural text derives essentially from the "Augustinian con-
TN

—-

- - 21 .
ception of the Bible as a spiritual instrument." Certainly, that

- L]
Donne's interpretation of Psalm 32 is heavily tropological is obvious
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in the first sermon of the series, in which he emphasizes David's
instruction as culminating in an appropriation of Christ's forgiveness
to the individuai soul, Similarly, in the conclusion to this first
sermon, Donne stresses the importance of the individual when he ends by
exhorting his hearers to be without guile in their, spirit (IX, 264).
Donne's emphasis upon the individual does not, howevg;g—lead to
mere moraiizing. In his study of Donne's exegesis, Quinn makes an
inCeresting'distinction which is relevant here when he explains how
much Donqe is unlike Cglvin, "wlio set the tone for sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century exegesis,” and who "finds a natural morality in
the advice and examplé of David and Job."22 In both Calvin and Luther

Quinn identifies a prosaic and practical tendency which assumes that

"knowledge of one's own weakunesses and temptations teaches one what to

-
-

avoid and what to seek," and that "the life and sayings of David are
. . , w23 ;
more useful than the popular lives of the saints. Quinn argues that
Donne's Augustinian approach to Scripture leads him to perceive between
the Psalmist and all Christian souls "a sacramental relationship, not a
"24 . . .
purcely natural one. Elsewhere, Quinn expands this observation by
explaining that, for Donng, David is a "tvpe of fallen humanity" whose
words do not ‘only "coavey and illustrate morality"; rather, "David is
. R ; . . ' N nad
moral instruction’ in his symbolic reflection of Adam and Christ.
As a preacher, Donne is concerned to communicate -the extent to which
] oo
David's experience is the experience of all men, and so in his sermons

he seeks to make David's fear, despair and consolation real to his hearers

in order that they mav be able to identify with David and thereby be
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drawn to Christ. As Joan Webber argues, Donne's use of the first person
in these sermons functions to invite identity between the writer of
: | 26
Scripture, the preacher, the congregation and all men. Webber notes
that this sense of identification between the preacher's words and the
experience of the congregation is also encouraged by Donne's use of a
prose style which deliberately seeks "release from the requirements of
grammar in order te seem to reach closer to the actual movement of
. . . . w2l
thought and imagination.
The extent to which Donne permits any literal identification
between David and himself in the Psalm 32 series is, however, strictly
controlled by the overall structure of his logic. His passages of
-
confession, despite being written in the first person with the
intensity of self-confession, are not autobiography but instruction.
~William Roonéy makes a similar observation concerning the rhetorical
strategy of Donne's Second Prebend sermon, which Rooney identifies as
focussing upon Donne's "illustrative projection of the speaker himself
. . w28 . N .
as afflicted humanity. Such a form of argument of course risks
melodrama, but donne's sermon avoids this pitfall, as Rooney observes,

-~

"because personal affliction and passive endurance, while emerging as

. L . 29
the real theme of the sermon, are in intention only a countertheme."
That is, Donne's proposed theme--here, confidence in God--is never
relinquished as the ultimate end of the sermon's logical argument. In the

same way, in the Psalm 32 series the structure of Donne's ideas provides

the framework and the justification for the form of his rhetoric. Donne's
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repeated and explicit acknowledgément of Péalm 32 as confessional
and as—-like all cénfessiong--poteﬁtially problematic, establishes a
standard of objectivity by which an apparently autobiographical psalm
can be interpreted as also a psalm of instruction. -

Donne underscores the dual nature of a confessional psalm when in
the sixth sermon of the Psalm 32 series he explains that the psalm,

T

is by Rabbinic tradition

Davidis Erudiené, "Da;id's Instruction,'
alternatively titled "LEE David, Cor Davidis, The opening and powring
out of Davids heart to them, whom he instructs' (IX, 350). The preacher,
too, participates in this Scriptural model of instruction by con-
fession; Donne writes that "'True Instruction is a-making love to the
Congregation” and concludes that "wee have no way into your hearts, but
by sending our heﬁrts" {IX, 350). Like David, then, Fho did not spare

himself when he wrote his psalm, Donhe,says that for preachers,

to preach out of our owne history, so farre, as to
declare torsthe Congregltion, to what manifold sins

we had formerly abandoned our selves, how powerfully
the Lord was pleased to reclaime us ... to preach our
selves thus, td call up the Congregdtion, to heare

what God hath done for my soule, is a blessed preaching
of my selfe. (IX, 279)

Y

The preacher, then, has a public role and a public responsibility--
and, liké.thc prophet who speaks the word of God to his own generation,
when he speaks he is not a "private person' (ILX, 285). If he negiects

/
this;responsibility, Donne says, ''the blaod of a whole Parish shall be
requi}ed at my hand, because 1 forbore to speak plainely of their sinnes,
and Gods ‘judgement" (IX, 285). He exhorts all preachers to "let this be

1

all our Discretion, as Discretion is.wisdomg, that we use no Discretion”
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(IX, 285). The categories of what is discreet and what is wise are
complétely altered herr;as/éonne explains that the preacher must discard
the conventional wisdom that would have him keep silent about his sin.
For the sake of his hearers, the preacher is (like David) to engage in
an apparently foolish indiscretion by confessing his unworthiness and
the commonality of sin between himself and his hearers. By projecting
himself as everyman, "afflicted humanity," the preacher can redeem
personal confession from the despair of inevitable self-reference,

The importance of preaching as instruction for the whole community
is illustrated particularly well b; the fourth sermon of the Psalm 32
series, in which Donne makes use of the conventional and accessible
preaching tool, the exemplum.30 He explains the dangers of straying from
God by likening the man who goes outside the ch to one who swims in a
flood, "but inro more and more water' (IX, 319), and the man who foolishly
praﬁs only for temporal blessings to one who'buys only "unwholesome >
hearbs" from an apothecary (IX, 323).31 But while in the éxposition
of Psalm 32:6 Donne uses sermon exempla in conventional ways to explicate

the sense of -his text, he does not lose sight of his principle that

"True Instruction is a making love to the Copgregation" (IX, 350).

2. Instruction by the Self: Precept and Example

There is in Donne's sermons an unusual combination of ordinary
preaching methodologies with intense and dramatic innovation, but Donne

never subverts the primacy of reason, even in his most meditative and

. 32 = . //—F\‘ "
confessional passages. For Donne, as Terry Sherwooqfcbserves, the

) NG
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words 'consideration' and 'meditatjon' are virtually interchangeable
and fall within the sphere of reason," and thus even in non-argumentative
passages, ''the syllogism is rarely dismembered completely."33

In the Psalm 32 series, Donﬁe confronts the issue of how in the
rhetoric of a sermon emotional appeal can meet and serve the needs
of intellectual appeal when he proposes as his--and the Psalmists'=- -
model for teaching the traditional, rational model of-precept and
example. At the beginning of the second sermon of the series, he
writes that "all wayes of teaching, are Rule and Example ... The Example
makes that that is proposed for our learning and farther instruction,

N 14
like something which we knew before' (IX, 27&).34 Rule and example are

like "the body and soule of Instruction,” Donne explains; so David's

confession of suffering is the example which is necessary to animate

the rule and make it alive for the hearer (IX, 274). Donne explains that
Psalm 32 is ordered according to this model. Thg precept established

in verses one and two--'"Blessed is he whose ‘transgression is forgiven ...

and in whose spirit there is no guile'"--is followed in the rest of the

-

psalm by

the other fundamentall, and constitutive element
‘of Instruction, Example; And by Example [David]
shews, how far they are from that Blessednesse,
that consists in the Remission of sinnes, that pro-
ceed with any deceit in their spirit.
' (IX, 275)

In the second sermon of the series, Donne explains how the model of
precept and example which David applies in Psalm 32 appears throughout .

Scripture. Even the creation of the world, he writes, may be understood

as a manifestation (an example, as it were) of '"certaine Idea's, and
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formes, and patterns” in the mind of God (IX, 276). There are, Donne
claims, 'no Books in the world, that doe so abound with this comparative
and exemplary way of teachiﬁg, as the Scriptures doe" (IX, 276). He
supports’ this contention by tracing Scripture's use of the word "exemplum"
and Ey citing a series of instances in Scripture in which individuals
propose themselves as exemplary in some way (IX, 276-80). Christ
taught through parables and exempla, and is himself the greaz example
for imitation. Donne points out that St. Paul and Soloﬁon also ofﬁer
themselves as patterns (IX, 278-9). He develops an extended analogy
between David's psalms and Ceclesiastes, where Solomon "confesses
things there, which none knew but himselfe, and ... preaches himself
to good purpose, and poures out his owne ‘soule" (IX, 279).

In general, then, a truth is proved or. disproved by example in
Scripture as it is anywhere else. There is, however; a significant
exception to this pattern which sets Scriptural speech and iogic apart

from secular methods of argument and instruction. In the words of Isaiah,

"Donne points out this exception, asking "'To whom will vee liken God, or
P p » g 1o h or

what likenesse will vee compare unto him?'" and concludes that '"there

can be no example, no patterne to makeVGod by'" (IX, 277; Is. 40:18). The
logical paradigm of precept and example vhich heolds for most human

speech and reasoning cannot account for God, for no example can be fully
adequate to explain or illustrate God. By acknowledging this, Donne

also implicitly acknowledges that the n;ture of reason and instruction is
always finally subject to God's authority as the ultimate and essential

-

Rule. Man's speech, even when it is only an attempt to provide an example

~
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or illustration of God, is always limited. <
Donne points out a second way in which Scripture qualifies the
accepted method of instruction by example when he reminds his hearers
that conventional and secular wisdom would maintain that "a wise man
must never speak much of himselfe; It will argue, say they, a narrow
understanding, that he knows little besides his own actions, or els
. , " 35 .

that he overvalues his own actions" (IX, 278}. In Scripture, however,
wise men do propose themselves as examples, as David does in Psalm 32.
Donne describes the unconventional manner in which David offers himself
as an example, writing that

he labors not” to shew his reading, but his feeling;

not his learning, but his compunction; his Conscience

is his Library, and his Example is himselfe, and he

does not unclaspe great Volumes, but unbutton his owne
breast, and from .thence he takes it. .
? ' (IX, 278)

In Scripture's terms, the fazct that David labours to show his feeling
does not reflect his overvaluation of himself or nis experience. Donne
explains that David's proposition of himself as example does not reflect
his desire to choose hiﬁself above others: David and other wise men in
Scripture choose themselves ir order to ensure that "they doe not spare,
nor forgeare themselves more then other men' (IX, 278).

On the contrary, David's confession of self recogyded in Psalm 32 and
- N~ _" ’

in other penitential psalms in fact conduces to "his owne shame." At
the same time, however-—-~and this is the crux of Scripture's innovative use
LY
of precept and example--David's confession conduces to God's glory (IX, 278).

That is, precept and example become more than just a model for the

systematic application of principles of learning. The conventional
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paradigm is transformed by Scripture, which paradoxically affirms

the value of self as an example of truth and the value of "individual

T . .
experience as ¢onducing to the glory of God, and yet reminds man that

-

nothing can ever be adequate as an example or even an illustration of

God.

Man is not finally either an example or an illustration of God,
however, and in this the paradox both intensifies and resoives: man
is God's image: The fension inherent in the confessional psalms is -
the same tension which strains all human attempts to speak pf God or
of the self. Man is made in God's image, but he has by his fall
distorted tha; image, and so his is a double nature. Donne expiains
that man finds himself- to be like the mule, "engendred of two kiﬁds,”
"composed of a double, a heavenly, and earthly nature, and thereby
bound to duties of botﬁ kinds, towar@s God, and towards men, but to be
defective and barren in both™ (IX, 376). It is only by recognizing
these limitations and tensions within his own nature that man can come
to self-knowledge--and Donne emphasizes that "no study is so necessary

as to know our selves" (IX, 257).36

.

. Donne alse points out, however, that man tends to resist self-
» AN

knowledge, as he resists recognizing his own limitatiops, for he is

characteristically "negligent and lazy, in inquiring of things, which

9 .
o

belong to the way'" (IX, 256). Because of this, Donne explains, it
is often only through adversity that man is able to know himself: "so

when the hand and sword of God hath pierced our soul, we are brought to

a better knowledge of our selves, then any degree of prosperity would have

-
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raised us to" (IX, 256). Donne illustrétes the role of adversity in
the gaining of self-knowledge with the example of David, "who first said

in his prosperity, He should never bee moved; But, When, sayes he,\thou

hidest thy face from me, I was troubled, and then I crved unto thee 0 Lord,

and I prayed unto my God{ Then; but not till then" (IX, 256=7). The
penitential psalms, then, which describe David's response to adversity,

are expressive not of autobiography but of the self—%powledge which the

. : . . 7 .
experience of adversity brlngs.3 It is clgar, too, from Donne's example

of David and from his further example of Peter, who expressed hié self-

*

knowledge in the words'Lord thou knowest that I love thee" (IX, 257),

that for Donne true self-knowledge is always to know the self as it 4is
in relation to God.

Dennis Quinn notes in relation to Donne'é sermons on‘Psalm 6 that
Donne's emphasis on the role of memory in the psalm is congruent with
his understanding that Psalm 6 "reflects the soul in‘the act of seeing
itself and hence seeing its origin."38 Similaély, in his exposition of
Psalm 32, Donne endeavours to remind man of his beginnihg, of "his letters,
his Alphabet; how he was spelled and put together: and made of boay‘and
‘souie" (IX, 385). The premise upon which man's understanding of hig

experience is to be built is that he is God's creature whose value and worth

derive from the fact that he was made in God's image. Donne explains that
the ''proud man hath no understanding" but'displays an "absurdiﬁy, that
height of strange ignorance"; although “he hatﬁ seene halfe his owne time
burnt out and wasted, ‘and yet hee dreames of an eternity in himselfe"”

(IX, 385-6). Such illusions about finding "eternity in the self" prohibit
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self—knowledge,}according to Donne. For him, "the ead of knowing our

selves, is to know how we are disposed for that w;ich is our . end, that is

this Blessednesse [ﬁe. forgiveness of‘transg;essipns] YO(IxX, 257).39'
God's knowledge of man's‘fxaiity and fallenness, then, alone can

provide the context for true self-knowledge—~and that renewed self-

knowledge is in turn the context that gives value and purpese to con-

fession. Donne's emphasis upon self-knowledge reflects his recognition

-

of the tradition of Christian Socratism in which knowledge of the self

‘implies--and even is--the knowledge of God.ao True confession expresses
both self-knowledge andlthe knowledge qf God; because it acknowledges the

self's relation to God, to its own conscience, and to the world around

it, confession is able to remind man of his beginning and his ending,

and thus to provide a continuous gloss upon the middle of the narrative,

the present experiences and circumstances of the individual.

]

3. Understanding the Self: Reason and Faith

Donne's concern with the value of the image of God in man and with -
the ways in which that image allows man Eo overcome the limitations of
self-reference appears in a central role in the sixth and seventh sermons
of the series, which examine the respective roles of faith and reason in

man’'s 5pprehension of God. In this context, Donnre reminds his hedrers that
Psalm 32 is a "Psalme to rectifie the understanding” KIX, 382), and goes

~ on to explain thée,phe essence of a ractified understanding is balance.

One gust of course récognize one's own fallenness as such (ef. IX, 301):

-

. at the same time, however, man must also "value aright the dignity of his

.-
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nature, in the Creation thereof according to the Image of God, and the
infinite improvement that that nature received, in being assumed by -

the Son of God" (IX, 378).

-

In his exposition of Psalm 32:7, Donne explains that the dignity
of man's nature, that which;raises him above the horsg and the mule, is
his capacity for understanding. . Because the beasts do not have under-
standing, Deonne remarks, "it is impgssible that ;ver they should have
faith" (IX, 372). When man neglécts the imdge of God in him, "we are
our- selves become Beasts,” and Donne bids his hearers instead to "consider
the digniti¢ of thy saqle, which onely, of ail o;her Creatures, is &apaéle,
suséeptible of Grace" -(IX, 374). Later in the sermon, Donne speaks of
the understanding as "the receptacle of Faith" (IX, 386).!+l If,.howeyer,
"by a wilfull drbwsinesse, and security in his sins" 'a man gives over
"the debatement, the discuséing,-the understanding of the mainerof his
beliefe, and of his life,"” abandoning his capaeity for understhnding
himself, he abandons also his capacity for kno&ing God in whose image
he is made (IX, 385). - -7

Qhen man neglects or lignores his capacity for understanding, he
leaves himself vulnerable to despair concerning himself and concerning
God. In the sixth sermon of the series, an exposition of Psalm 32:8,
Donne warns his hearers that ''the Devill hath not so powerfull an instru-
ment, nor so subtile an engine upon thee as thy selfe" (IX, 364). Pre-
occupation with one's own fallenness, with "the.worst man in the world,
our seife" {IX, 364}, ié irrational and leads only to despair. Earlier in

the series Donne had explained that "to accuse my selfe of sin, after God
: ¥

hath pardoned me, were as great a contempt of God, as to presume of that
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pardon, before heﬁgad granted 1" (IX,272).

As the answer to such obsessive self-accusation, Donne offers
instruction and reason: he writes that "thus farre hath our blessed
Lord assured us, That he will make us understand, which is his Instruction

[y

de credendis, what to Beleeve" (IX, 366). Despair is answered with the

understandiné of God's promised favour which "sanctifies, nay more

then sanctifies, glorifies all ;ie Eclipses of dishoncur, makes
Melancholy éheerefglnesse, diffidence assurance, and turnes the jealousie
of the sad soule into infallibility" (IX, 367‘).“2 The knowledge of

self which Psalm 32 reflects and encourages in its hearers is, then, a
knowledge prémised upeon the image og God in man and upon man's capacity

to understand himself and his individual experiences in relation to the
larger context of God and his instruction to all men.
True understanding of self, then, leads to an understanding of the

mvsteries of faith. One of these mysteries is that of the relationship

between confession of self and God's response to that coafession:

I acknowledge my sin unto thee, and mine iniquity
have I not hid. I said, I will confess my trans-

~ gressions unto the Lord; and thou forgavest the
iniquity of my sin. (Ps. 32:5)

Donne comments on this fifth verse of Psalm 32 that "this is the Sacrament
of Confession; So we may call it in a safe meaning; That is, The mystery
of Confession; for true Confession is a mysterious Arzg” (Ik, 296). Con-
fession for the Protestant bonne is not a sacrament by virtue-of its being

a mystery guarded by the Church, whose outward manifestation has some

magical efficacy. Rather, confession is mysterious because it is opaque
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and because it is full of paradoxes that confound human expectations.

"Therefore,” writés Donne, "doe wé speak of the mystery of Confession;

for it is not delivered in one Rule, nor practised in one Act" (IX,
297). 1t is neither pure autobiography—-though its form may be auto—
biographical--nor pure instruction--though its ultimate end may be to

instruct. The self expressed in it is-neither just an individual nor

L

just a symbol of all men. Confession in its_truest sense is not

iy :
"delivered in one Rule"--ir is but one example which illustrates an
uncﬁhnging rule, and so there may pe many confessions providing many
examples of that same rule.

One of the reasons that confession as it appears in Scripture is
so mysterious todan is that ;%e rule which confession exemplifies
is itself a mystery. Man is accustomed to the rules which apply to
temporal existence, rules which dictate, for example, that "in this
world, though I multiply sins, yet the Judge cannot punish me, if I can
hide‘theﬁ from other men, though he know them: but if I confesse them,
he can, he will, hq Tust” (IX, 296). 1In this earthly sense, the action
of - confession achieves justice, for unless he confesses, the guilty
person cannot be punished. In contrast Eb tiils is the ”myster§ of
the kingdom of heav;n," which exemplifies a different }ule, God's

o
rule, in which common justice is transcended by the power of mercy,. The

mystery of the kingdom of heaven explains Donne, is

that no man, comes "thither, but in a sort as he is
a notorious sinner ... That onely the Declaring,
the Publishing, the Notlfylng, and Confessing of
my sins, possesses me of the Kingdome of heaven.

: (IX, 296)
-y, ‘ .
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Donne recognizes this mystery af thé heart of Psalm 32. Confessions

like David's, which illustrate Scripture's precepts-goncérning justice

—_-i_’;///é;a mercy and the relationship between man and God, seek to profess

and reveal God through coming to understand the self. Self-revelation

is thug franglated into a revelation of the naturé of God, and in this
- K . 4'. - .
\ . : S
translkation the self too is transformed by the recognition of its own

. . : . . 4
nature as’ God's image redeemed in Christ. 3

£ven when it has the purest of intentions, however, because con-

fessions like that of Psalm 32 are expressed in human words by human
. voices and addressed to a human audience, they are always in some

measure compromised. A audience easily forgets that confession is -a

mystery, and listens greedily for self-revelation, the evident or

apparent meaning of that confession. Certainly any preacher who uses

himself as an example takes this risk:
. . A

\

r there is a case, in which the notorletv of my sins 5
does harme; when my open sinningj or my publishing .
of my sin, by way of glory, ia tha®/sin, casts a

. scandall upon others, and leads them into tentation;
for so, my sin becomes thelrs’ because they sin my
Sin. bv example. . (IX, 296)

As Donne points out here, there-is a danger-that the one who con-

N

fesses himself will forget that his confessien is a mystery, and that

as a result he too will misinterpret the experience he is seeking to
express, and indulge in a destructively acute awareness of his sin——and
) ’ )/ o

thus in despair. A confession which concentrates upon the "notoriety
of sins," and not upon God's mercy, is proud and self-indulgent, andgin

the end is only a false confession which, ifénically, further separates

- -~
-



sl

;-"-‘._‘i
o -7
. .142 ol
L]
. \ ) ) -
its speaker from the God he purports to seek. ‘ i * :

Throughout his discussion of .the nature of confession, Donne o

attempts to strike a balance between the two equally dangerous extremes

of, on the one hand, wrongly concealing sin and, bn_tHe other, con-

L
centrating obsessively upon the need to reveal it. Human intentions
in confession are as impure and inadequate as is the language to which.
all confessions and all human expression are bound. Donne confronts

this dilemma by acknbwledging it .as"a general problem and confessing it

to be also a particular problem: ‘ v - n

- -

When the Preacher preaches himselfe, his owne sins,
.and his owne sense of Gods Mercies, or Judgements
upon him, as that is intended most for the glory of
God, so it should be applied most by the hearer, for
his own edification; for, he were a very ill natured .
man, that should think the worse of a Preacher,
because he confesses himselfe to be worse then he knew -
- him co.be, Eefore he confessed it. (1%, - 280) .
- -
. ’ E ’ = i
at times in his exposition of Psalm 32, Donne assumes the role of
one making 'a corifession, and thus far at least he may be understood as

¥

”prcachiné himself." He admits that telling his sin "by way of a good .
; ' s
tale, or by boasting‘in it, though it be a gevealing, a manifesting, is

notea Confession” (IX, 305). But Donne recognizes and teaches that true

confession is a mystery and is not to be taken-at face value as

frivolous self-revelation. When in his public sermon persona he confesses
: = ) -
sin, then, Donne does so (in his own terms) with impunity, using the

‘first person and dispensing swith conventional discretion in order to
L]

teach by example the "sweetnesse' of true confession in which one comes

not énly to know the self but glso-—m&steriouslyfzfaiknqw the Cod who
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made ‘the self.« David's confession of self translates God into human

L

terms; Donne, too, by preaching himself, uses the terms of his own -

experience as a way of translating and making real the mysterious

+

abstract truth of God's dealings with man.

"There is another mystery Cto confession, as Donnexpoin;éiouﬁ in
the conclusion to the fifth sermon in the Psalm 32 series: ité effect
“upon the one who confess;s is as paradoxical as its effect uﬁon the
hearer or interpreter. When a man confesses he is assured of two

apparently contradictory things: that God

. will compasse us ... with songs, with a joyfull
sense of our perseverance,'but yet with cries too,
with a solicitous feare, that that multiplicity and )
-. . .hainousnesse of our sins may weary even the in- )
cessant and indefatigable Spirit of comfort himselfe,
and chase him from us. (IX, 349)

. [

- 4
That is, confession reminds man simultaneously of his own sin and ot

-

God's mercy, and, parado§ically,,surrounds him with an awareness of

~ 3
- -

both. Donne remarks.that the séructure of the b§6k of Psalms itself
ig an i@age-of.this dual "compassing about." He notes first that David
”beg%ns this Book with Gods biess;ng‘9f man, so he ends i; with mans
praising of God" (fx,‘255). He explains how Psalm 32 itself reflects
this overall structure,’;or it opens by declaringgﬁhe hlessedness of
"hé whose‘transgressioﬁ is forgiven, whose sin fgrcovered,":an& cdncLudes
with an exhortation to é;aise and "be, glad in the Lord."

In his own exposition of Psalm 32, Donne further emphasizes -this
"comp;ssing” structure. He.opens by explaining that out of this

assertion of blessedness the rest of the psalm grows:

» r
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Philosophers could never bring us to the knowledge,
what this Summum bonum, this. Happinesse, this
Blessednesse was. Fof they considered only*some
particular fruits thereof; and it is much easier,
how high soever a tree be, ro come to a taste of some
of the fruits, then to digge to the root of that tree:
They satisfied themselves-with a little taste of
Health, and Pleasure, and Riches, and Honour.

.. ‘ (IX,\ZS&-S)

With characteristic visual wit, Donne reminds his hearers that the
rpot of the tree that bears these pood fruits is not below, in the

ground, but rather above, in heaven; it Is "Christ Jesus, who is the

-

root of all" (IX, 355). This blessedness, the assurance of Christ's

B

forgiveness of -sin, prepares the hearer to interpret the psalm's con-
fession of despair and to place it in the right perspective.

Donne's exposition of the final verse of the psalm completes the -

frame he has given to.his interpretation of David's confession, both by

echoing David's exhortation to "be glad in the Lord,” and by recalling

the métaphors he himself had used in his exposition of *the first verse.

He writes that "this is the roote of our three Lranches, the foundation

of our three Stories ... Mercy, Compassing mercy” (IX, 410). He exhorts
his congregation to "hold up a holy chearfulnesse in thy heart" and

let the world see, that all this growes out of a _ //
peace, betwixt God and thee, testified in the

blessings of this world ... and then thou hast that o
Portion, which growes out of this root, in this ’ >
Text, Mercy shall compasse him about that trusteth ////

in the Lord. . (IX, 411) | I

>

Donne has "compassed" his discussion of Psalm 32 with discussions of

blessedness and praise, and with metaphors‘ﬁér God's compassing mercy--

but he reminds his, congregation too that the nature of God's mercy is | °

.) )
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aﬁ times as much a mystery as confession itself.. ”Prosperity and
Aaversity, Honour and Disgrace, P;ofit and’ Losse, Ehe Lords- Giving
and the Lords Taking, doe all concurfe to the making up of this Paile,
that must Compasse us,’” Donne explains: '"there must be nailes in
ghe Paile, as weli as stakes, there must be thornes in the hedge as well

as’ fruit trees" (IX, 410). As an image of this, Donne recalls for his

hearers 'the mysterious book that God gave Ezekiel to eat; it was

"written within and without, with Lamentations, and Mournings, and

. ’ r e
Woes; but when he eate it, he found it in his mouth as sweet as honey' -

-

(1X, 408) . * The sorrows that come to the righteous, like the confession

David makes in Psalm 32, are in the engd sweet as honey--but they are

still, in the present, sorrows.

ffering further with the example

Donne illustrates the mystery of

of Christ himself, who was '"the one Man w¥thout any sin' and yet was

still "g man géxsorrowes, and acquainted with Griefe" (IX, 407-8;

- .

Is. 53:3). For Donne, Christ is not simply a comforting illustration of
. .
how .even the.most righteous do indeed siuffer, nor is he a universal

type or symbol of the suffering man. Dqnne writes of Christ that even
“"his Actions are more then Examples, for his Actions are Rules" (IX,

281). David, in his confession, may be an exahple or evén a type of

.

all men; Donne, too, in his reole as preacher, may offer himself and his

life as an example of the experjence of all men. But only Christ rises
above the paradigm of precept and example by becoming both-+and thus

changing both. As alway§, for Dénne, it is the wonder of the Incarmation

that transforms everything.45 Christ's sélf-revelation does not “signify".

-
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or "conduce to" the glory of God: it is the glory of God and the
rdcélatfbn of his nature. He speaks the words which reveal God, and he

is the very Word of Ged.

In Christ, the confession of self and. the confession of God are

one and the same, a revelation which by its mercy redeems self-revelation
by lif;ing it above the circular despair of sglf-refefence. The
"reciprocal plague" is healed and the power of its infection broken by
recognizing "all that comes, to come from God" and seeing that "every
piece serves to the making up this Paile” which encompasses the con-
fession. Confession is then no longer_enclosed,'for it is not limited

and blinded by self-centreda perceptions. The memory of past mercy and

the promise of future blessedness provide a beginning and an ending for
all confession, and so the middle--the present experience of adversity
and suffering~1naybe by that contéxt translated into speech which sig-

nifies God and not just the self. To understand the form of self-

-

confession as translated into confession of God is to apprehend also

that there is a translation,of the self confessed, and of the one who
learns to hear in that confession not autobiographical detail but

instruction in truth. The final resolution of self with God, image with

substance, is found fully only in the Incarnation of Christ, but Donne
demonstrates that in the penitential psalms it may be at least glimpsed,

heard faintly in the self's cry to God newly translated iato a shout
Y Y -

~

of joy. : ; .



Notes

Potter and Simpson have dated these thrée sermon series as
follows: the Psalm 38 series (II, 49-163), because it was described in
the Folio as "Preached at Lincoln's Inn," must be pre-1621; the Psalm

& series (V, 318-89; VI, 39-61), "though undated, could be assigned with
some confidence to the years 1622 and 1623"; the Psalm 32 series (IX,

re

L4 *
250-411), they conclude, belongs to'a "later period of his ministry,”

most likely the winter of 1624-5 ("Introduction" IX, 34-7).

—

~ Patrick Grant, in The Transformation of Sin: Studies in Donne,

Herbert, Vaughan and Traherne (Montreal and London: McGill/Queen's

University Press, 1974), sees Donne's concern with man's fallenness,
sin, and the penitengial psalms as evidence for hislﬂugustinism (§6—*
60). Other comﬁentators regard Donne's emphasis uﬁon penitence and
contrition as expressive of his essentially Protestant outlook. Sece,

for example, William H:.Halewood, The Poetry of Grace: Reformation Themes

"and: Structures in English Seventeenth-Century Poetry (New York and

London: Yale University Presé, 1970) 58ff.; and Douglas L. Peterson,

" "John,Donne's Holy Sonnets and the Anglican Doctrine of Contrition,"”

Studies in Philology 56(1956) 504-18.

~

Barbara K. Lewalski, in Protestant Poetics and the Seventeenth-

L e
Century Religious Lvric (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), .
. e

discusses the centrality of the Psalms in the évolution of a biblical
LY

147 ‘.
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poetics. Lewalski comments that thb!Psélms were seen as representing

3
"an epitome of human emotions" (A2){ the seven penitential psalms were
regularly identified wifﬁ a particular genre, and "among Protestants
they were generally regarded as meditations” (46). She remarés, too,
upen Donne's adherence to this literary tradition of reaging the Psalms

as pravers, and adds that he also recognizes that such prayers may be

meditative, instructive, or both (48).

I

In a sermon on Matthew 19:17, Donne comments upon the problem of
self-knowledge as self-enclosing: 'blessed are they that inanimate all )]
éheié knowledge, consummate all in Fhrist Jesus ... All knowledge that
begins not, and en@s net with his glory: is but a gidéy, but a vertiginous

-

circle, but an elaborate and exquisite ignorance'" (VI, 227).

Donne refers to this story eight times in sermons on <he peniten-
rial psalms. Sece especially LI, 126; V, 304; IX, 269; IX, 38l; and for

his comparison of David's confession to Nathan with his confessional

’

psalms, see 1X, 280. *

*6 : . . .
II Samuel 12:7.° See Donne's discussion of Nathan's pronouncement

in a sermon on Luke 23:40 @-266). . : :

Neither Psalm 6 nor Psalm 38 directly addresses the problem of
confession as such, except in verse 18 of Psalm 38, a text on which
Donne does not preach. 1In a sermon on Psalm 6:4-5, Donne remarks on the

importance of man's confession to God as restoring God's image in him
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(V, 371); preaching on Psalm 38:%9, Donne again emphasizes man's
need to confess his sing to God (II, 159). 1In both cases, Donne's

primary reference is to the private conféssing of sin.

For 0ld Testament characterizations of wisdom, see Prov. 1:7;

»

2:63 24:5; 12:1, 5; Job 32:6-11, 18-20; and Jer. 9:23f. See 3iso the

</
”Hescription of Wisdom in Proverbs 8, in which wisdom is exalted into

-

-

a hypostasis, and has obvious’ connections with the Logos principle,
which is articulated in the prologue to John's gospel. For discussions

of 0ld Testament wisdoaf see Gerhard von Rad, Wisdom in Israel, trans.’

-’

James D. Martin (London: SCM.Press, 1972) especially 53-110; Walther

Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, 2 vols., trans. J.A. Baker

-

{(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1967) vol. 2, 80-94. Eichredt

" emphasizes the importance of wisdom in the Hebrew tradition as not only

skill in practical affairs, but alsco deriving from and expressive of
. ) 1 ‘
"the purpose and order discernible in the cosmos’ (83).

Dennis Quinn, "Donqp's Christian Eloquence," ELH 27(f960) 276-97,

repr. Seventeenth-Century Prose, ed. Stanley Fish (New York: Oxford X

’ f
University Press, 1971) 366.
@' 0 . " Y ) . "
© Quinn, "Donne's Christian Eloquence,'" 370-1.
; : .

S Joan Webber, in Comtrary Music: The Prose Style of John Donne

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1963), suggests that in some

cases Donne "is clearly thinking of his own individual life and soul,”

e

O
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and she notes that sometimes he does, however briefly, present himself

»

"in a personal outburst which has behind it the force of passion",

(117-8). ,

"

12 f .
Donne notes tfle importance of the psalm’'s tifle elsewhere in

the serkes: IX, 250; IX, 273; IX, 350; and IX, 382,

»~

PaSsages whigh speak particularly intensely of the struggles
of the individual--and perhaps of Donne himself--appear elsewhere in
his semmons on the Psalms. See, for example, II, 52-3; II, 62f.; VI,
308; and IX, 304-5. . o

14
. Webber, Contrary Music 115.

Webber,. Contrary Music 120.

16 Webber, Contrary Music 118-9.

17 Paul w;sley Harland, in ?Mimetié Process in the Sermons'gf

John Donne," disS.,Universitf of We;tern Ontério, 1983, argues that

as Scripture itself is mimetic of God, so too the preaching of Scripture
is to be mimetic, using concrete examples. Harland emphasizes the
impoftance‘of the dramatic monologue in Donne's sermons, -and suggests

*

that Donne's use of the first person may be understood as biblical
4

impersonation: "Donne does not ‘flaunt versions of himself so much as

represent different biblical persons or responses, which all contribute
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to the-unfoldipg of. providential history” (58).

In another context, Stanley Fish comments upon thisﬁpréblem
of the speaker protesting humility and in fact bespeaking pride. Con-

trasting the Puritan preacher with the Anglican preacher, Fish writes:
"it is by calling attention to. itself that -his [Donne's, the Angiican

" ‘preacher's] prose becomes a vehicle of humility, for ifs most specfacular

effects are subversive of its largest claims ... The prose of.t

-

Puritan sermon, by way of cogtrast, is self-effacing in style, but self-

glorying (in two directionsj in effect, for by making no claim to be
. . ™~ : . .
art, it makes the largest claim of all, that it simply tells the truth"

. . ' - 3, ’ -
(Sef-€onsuming Artifacts: The Experience of Seventeenth-Century
- .

Literature EBerkeley, Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1972]

70). -

19 L - . )
In 2 sermon on penitential Psalm 6, Donne writes: "God hath
. rd

—-'-'- . .
imprinted his Image in our, soules ... If we shut doores, -if we draw

Curtaines between him and his' Image, that ig, cover our soules, and

disguise and palliate our sinnes, he ggés away ... But if we lay them

open, by our free.confessions, he returnes againe; that so, in how ill

¥
+

case soever he finde his Image, he may wash it over with our teares,

amn—

and renew it with his own bloud ... that he may refresh and re-engrave

his Image in us againe'" (V, 371).

20 , . . . :
On €Bh importarnce of David‘as a model for the human voice
r -~ . *

announcing the Ward of God, see HeathWer Asals, "David's Successors:
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Forms of Joy and Art," Proceedings of the PMR Conference 2(1977) 31-7.

On the traditional identification of David as Scripture's poet, see

Barbara Lewalski, Protestant Poetics 39:53.

-

L 21

 Dennis Quinn, "John Donne's Principles of Biblical Exegesis," T

Journal of English and Germanic Philologv 61(1962) 326~7. See also

Donne's comments on the importance of applying the Bible to the self,

II, 308 and I?I, 367. :

P

o
[ L]
’

Quinn, "Donrne's Principles" 327.

23
Quinn, "Donne's Principles™ 327.

: C24 : ) .
v Quinn, "Donne's Principles' 328. Lewalski remarks upon Calvin's

emphasis on the historical reality of David as 'an individuaii%hln this
typoiogical reading, Calvin acknowledges that "David was dimly conscious
that he wasg also describing another, for he speaks of himself in hyperbolic

language" (Protestant Poetics 118). So, while Lewalski sees in Calvin's

interpretation a much less rigid understanding of David than Quinn does,
she too makés clear the great distance between Calv}n and ;he medieval
allegoricék or sacramental conception of Scriﬁture's words.

The difference between Donne and Calvin may be iilustraCed by a
passage from Calvin's commentary on Psalm 32: in this psalm, he writes,
David "applies,this evidence of the divine goodness for his own benefipg,
and the benefit of the whole Church, that from it he may teach himself

and~them what constitutes the chief point of salvation.” In his comments

.éfaﬂ’
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on verse 5 of this psalm, he writes:

The phrase upon myself, or against myself, intimates that
David put away from hdm all the exeuses and pretences by .
which men are accustomed to unburden themselves, transfer-
ring their fault, or tracing it to other people ...
And thou didst remit the guilt of @y sin. This clause
is set in opposition to the grievous and direful agltatlons
by which he says he was harassed before he approached’ by
faith the grace of God. But the words also teach; that as
often as the sinner presents himself at the throne of mercy,’
with ingenuous confession, he will find reconciliation with
e God awaiting him.-“In other words, the Psalmist means that
God was not only willing to pardon him, but that his example
afforded a general lesson that those in distress should not
doubt of God's favour towards thém ... Should any one infer
‘from this, that repentance and confession are the- cause of
obtaining grace, the answer «is easy; namely, that David is
. not speaking here of the cause but of the manner in which
the sinner becomes reconciled to God. Confession, no doubt,
intervenes, but we must go beyond this, and consider that
it is faith which, by opening our hearts and tongues, really
obtains our pardon ... Or, to speak more simply, David ob-
tained pardon by his confession, not because he merited it
by the mere act of confessing, but because, under the guidance
of faith, he humbly implored it from his judge. Moreover ...
the same method of confession ought to be in use among us
# this day, which was: formerly employed by the fathers under
the law.

(Commentary on the Book of Psalams, 5 vols., trans. James Anderson [Grand

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949] vol. 1,521, 531-2). See the discussion of Doane's

treatment of this same verse, 122-6 above.

2 ’ . .
23 Quinn, "Donne's Christian Eloquence" 322-3.

- Joan Webber, in The Eloguent "I": Style and Self in Seventeenth-

Century Prose (Madison, Milwaukee, London: University of Wisconsin Press,

1968), contrasts the "conservative Anglican" with the "radical Puritan.’

-

+ -

She argues that while the Puritan is concerned with the "facts" and allows

his identity to be defined by history and its immediate events, the

»
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-
-

Anglican understands himself as a microcosm or.even a symbol, pért of

a2 larger (and unseen) order, and thus recognizes the complexity and

- s . . L L N
even ambiguity of his own existence. In such a view, there is an essen-
tial interrelatedness between all men, and all of creation, in which
’ the speaker mirrors his hearers who mirror all men who in turn mirror :

the order of creation (3-14).

Joan Webber, Contrary Music 70.

William J.J. Rooney, "John Donne's 'Second Prebend Sermoa'—- =

- -

A Stylistic Analysis,' Texas Studies in Literature and Language 4(1962) 24-34,

repr. Seventeenth-Century Prose, eq. Stanley Fish {(New York: Oxford

Uatversity Press, 1971) 384.

5
29 Rooney, ''Second Prebend Sermon'" 384.

30 On the importance of thg exemplum in English preaching traditions,
- a .

hY
-

see Joseph Albert Mosher, The Exemplum in the Early Religious and Didactic

Baldwin, Medieval Rhetoric and Poetié (to 1400) (1928; Gloucester, Mass.:

Peter Smith, 1959) 228-57; and Gerald Robert Owst, Literature and Pﬁlpit

in Medieval England: A Neglected ChapEer in the History of English Lett) .

and of the English Peopié, 2nd rev. ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1961) 149-209. °

b

On the Puritan use of illustrations and exempla, which was“for them

subordinated to the discursive presentation of abstract propositions,

see Perry Miller,, The New England Mind, The Seventeenth Century (Cambridgé;'

s
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Mass.: Harvard Uﬂiversity Press, 1963)'536-9. T
. A _ . i : _ .

‘Donne uses numerous exempla in this sermon, including those

of the nurse (IX, 319), London Bridge (IX, 321), and the stage (IX

325). Winfried'Schleiner-notes Donne's apt use,of the emblem dnd.i’__\\s\“
the popular fable elsewhere; in "The Hand of the Toﬁgue: Emblemacig

Technique in One of.Donne's Sermons," Engiish Miscellany 25(1975-6)

183-90.

9 - 4 . T )
“*Terry Sherwood, in "Reason in Donne's Sermons,' ELH 39(1972),

- l - ° » st ! .
examines a se¢tion from the Psalm 32:8 sermon and argues that even in

predominantly metaphoric passages, "Donne's eloquence subserves

~ -

rational meaning” (366). On the interplay between intellectual and
affective or emotional appeal in Donne's sermon rhetoriec, see also

John Chamberlin, Increase and.Multiply: Arts—of-discourse Procedure in

the Preaching of Dbnné (Chapel Hill: University of North Carclina Press,

1976). Chamberlin examines the Psalm 32:1 sermon in detail and’describes\j-'
its overall structu;e as "a complgx interactid; of two basic procedures,”
the géammatical approach of making distinctions and the topical aﬁproéch
of making associations. —Chamberlin-insiSQS chat'ié-iS'Donﬁe's use of
grammatical procedures based on medieval principles of concording,
distinguishing and correlating, that "extend; and sustains' the'develob;

o
ment of his ideas in this sermon. In terms of sermon structure and
thé process of Donne's own thought, Chamberlin sees topica} associétion

b

or strictly thematic concerns as secondary.



33 Sherwood, "Reason in Donne's Sermons" 362-3.
. . L]

. . ' . : L)
Cg%rgpnne also refers to examples as patterns which appeal to the

memory and emphasizes the importance of patterns lyter in this sermon

(IX, 275-6),%and in the Genesis 1:26 sermon (IX, 73-4): Robert L.

Hickey, in "Donne's Art of Memory," Tennessee Studies in Literature

3(1958), r®marks 6n Donne's use of examples, analogies and illustrations

to ev25§5mpmbxy in his listeners> to appeal to that faculty which Donne’

associates with’ goodness and the Holy Ghost (31, 33; cf. Sermons IV, 528).

- .- . . . . \—' .

For a helpful discussion of contemporary notions of wisdom,
-~ .

see Lugene F. Rice, Jr., The Renaissance Idea of égsdom (1958£‘Westport,

-
Conn.: Greenwowd Press, 1973). Rice contrasts ancient and medieval

-

concepts of wisdom with the Renaissance ideal, which he identifies as
. ™ 0 ' .
-

. » - o
increasingly secularized, a movement away from wisdom"s traditional,
e - N . T - . - . . .l
excimgdye preoccupation with divine and Christian ;:h:.t*xgé.*/r (209).
Humanist wisdom, concludes Rice, is "an autonomous and active moral
virtug—which defined man's dignity and described the highest degree

-

of erfiection of which human nature is capable" (215).

-
Augustine comments on the relationship between man as God's

ima e, wisdom,. and self-kngwledge in On the Trinity, trans. Arthur
S “7 ;

West Haddan, A Select Librarv of the Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers,

ed. Phi£}$’§;haff (1887; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1956) vol. 3. Augustine

writes that "this trinity, then, of the mind is not therefore the image

-]
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" of God, because the mind rémembers itself, and understands and loves
itself; but because it can also remember, understanq,'and love Him
by whom it was made. And in so doing it is made wisé itself" (Book XIV,

chap. 12; Schaff 191).

37 : . .
Jeanne M. Sygmi, in "Donne's Protestant Casuistry: Cases of

Conscience in the Sermons,"-Studies in Philology 80(1983), affirms

Donne's recognition of the relationship between wisdom and adversity
when she argues that Donne elaborates his points and exhorts his

hearers:, -mot by examples of perfection, of prophets or sgints; but
"usually in terms of imperfect and struggling exampleéﬁ in }rder to

"temper the vehemence of excessive zeal and the diffidence of excessive
v \di'scre tion" (56).
3

Quinn, "Donne's Christian Eloquence' 365.

A quite different perspective on self-knowledge is that of John

Calvin, who writes:

Again, it is certain that man never achieves a clear
knowledge of himself unless hé has first looked upon God's
face, and then descends from contemplating him to scrutinize,
himgelf. For we always seem Lo ourselves righteous and
upright and wise and holy--this pride—is_innate in all

. of us--unless by clear proofs we stand convinced of our

- own unrighteousness, foulness, folly, and impurity. More-

over, we are not thus convinced if we look merely to
ourselves and not also to the Lord, who'is the sole standard
by which this judgement must be measured'

(i:??kgtitutes of the Christian Religion, 2 vols.; ed. John T. McNeill, trans.

Ford Lewis Battles[j?hiladelphiaf Westminster Ppess£/1960] I, i, 2). That
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is, for Calvin man can know himself only if he knows God's goodness

and in contrast recogaizes his own foulmess. Donne, on the other hand, 3
consiétently teaches that man may know God‘by knowing himseIf by

knowing Gdd: fhere‘is a perpetual and reciprocatin .relationship

betwegn man and God whosé emphasis is on the renewal and réstoration of

the imagé-of God in man, and on the value and the indelible charactér - -

of that 1mage.
Rosalie Colie also emphasizes the differences between Donne and
Calvin céncerning self-knowledge when she discusses paradox, Donne's

characteristic mode, as the  expression of a new seventeenth-century

epistemology, in "The Rhetoric of Transcendence,' Philological Quarterly

43(1964). She sces the concern with knowing the s@ as .expressed by

the writers of ‘Renaissance paradox, not as moral self-exami
medieval or Reformaticn sense), but as "the self-conscious effort to

—
. understand understanding, their. own and that of mankind" (154).
L7} . -

40

For a discussion of the Christian nosce teipsum, see Etienne

Gilson, The épirit of Aedieval Philosophy, trans. A.H.C. Downes (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1940) 209-28. See also the remarks made

by Dennis Quinn in "Donne's Principles" 327.

41 . : . b
For one point of view on Donne's understanding of the relationship

between faith and }eason; see Irving Lowe, "John Donne: The Middle ‘Way:

The Reason—Fafch Equation in Donne's Sermons," Journal of the History of

Ideas 22(1961). Lowe argues that "Donne maintained a balagce between

T

-
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reason and faith from first-to last,” and that "mere reason apprehends

R

~

the goal;.rectified reason cempasses the leap" (392 n. 18; 394).
. _ \ .
3 - . " ! * ’
42 . . " . , n M
Jeanne M. Shami, in "Donne on Discretion," ELH 47 (1980),f em-

_ |
)/,phasizes Donne's awafenesq of the dangers of despair, and his a;fempts

; to circumvent them by assuring his hearers of God's mercy. She sees
// the Psalm 32 series, ;hen, "a dramatic resolution of doubt," which
teaches Donne's hearers noy only "what they must know, but how thef

can come to know' (58).

“

Such self—knowledge'in the light of God is also a paradox, as

Donne points out in a sermon delivered at King James' funeral, on
.o .

Song of Songs 3:11:

Thou mayst know, that thou art the. happyest of men,
in this world, and yet not know thy self ... To
finde that no murmuring at Gods corrections, no
disappointing of thy hopes, no interrupting of thy
expectations, no frustrating of thy possibilities

. ; in the way, no impatience in sicknesse, and in the’
agony of death ... this is to goe forth, and see.
thy self, beyond thy self, to see what tlou shalt be
in the next world. (VI, 286) \.%g

v

44 : . .
On the connection between the false semse of sin and despair,

g N

see IX, 268. Seé also Donne's comments on despaff: IX, 305; IX, 262-3;

- and II, 53. .

4 . . .
> In relation to Donne's statement here that Christ's "Actions are

Rules," Jeanne Shami argues exactly the opposite point to my own. She



‘sufferings, and encourages his hearers rather "to meditate of -the
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writes that "even in considering a singularly good example (i.e.,

Christ) Domne recognizes that it is the very singularity of the example

-

that renders it ineffective' because it "makes it more difficult to

imicate" ("Donne's Protestant Casuistry" 53}3—;In support of her position

Shami cites"From one of Donne's Psalm 38 sermons, in which he states

that in this exposition he will not spénd time speaking of Christ's:

-

sufferings of Christ, when you are gone, then pretend to expresse them

here." He explains that "the passion of Christ Jesus is rather an

L]

P . . T
-amazement, an astonishment, an extasie, a consternation, then an

instruction" (II, 132). But this does not mean that Christ's example
) [ ' -

- - > - K] I3 - - - 3
is invalid as a mode of-instruction; as in the Psalm 32 sermon, it is

clear that Donne's point is, rather, that the wonder and amazement caused

+

by Christ's example redefines the very notion of instruction and demands

from the hearer a different mode of understanding. .

™~

L}

(o



Chapter V -

.

Language, Argument and Proof:

. ~ r -t \v- »
Donne and tiie’ Interpretation of New Testament Epistle

. ) -

3

. To'our bodies turne wee *then, that:-so
Weake men on love reveaT‘Q\Tfy looke.

"The Extasie”

e
.

The. dew Testament epistles, like the 0ld Testament wisdom books,
L 4

-

have as a central concern practical matters of faith and conduct. The
epistles are of course written to specific persons and churches in
response to specific situations and questions. Unlike 0ld Testament
wisdom literature, however, which also often addresses particular
situations and individuals, the Hew Testament epistles are primarily
discursive, and are seldom heightened by passages of narrative or

. 1 . X
poetic speech. The primary purpose of these books 4s to instruct,
less by confession and story and example than by explainingiand
clarifying the significance of the events of Christ's life in relation
to the subsequent life of the Church.. Many and various preblems arose.
when the apostles and the Church began the attempt to translate into
life and doctrine that "which we have heard, which we have seen with our.
eves, which we have looked upon, and our hands have handled" (I Joha 1:1).

ot

To say with Joan, the writer of three short epistles, that "the life

was manifested,” and we have seen it and bear witness" is one thing: to

161
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inquire into the exact nature of that life and its precise relation to
its manifestations is duite another (I John 1:2). It is, nevertheless,
these specific questions of interpretation and definition that the early

church epistle writers had to address.

-

Because the concerns of the epistle writers were so practical and

immediate, their mode of speech was primarily expository. The Pauline
epistles, especially those addressed to the Romans and to the Galatians,

-

with their careful application of legal terminology and argumentation,

are agparticularly good example of this striving for clarity. All of

the New Testament epistles, however, demonstrate a.high‘degree of gelf;
consciousness about their task of interpreting Ehe events of Christ's
life and death, and this self-consciousness sets them apart from cthe
gospels, which also function as interpretation. Whereas interpretation of
events is implicit iﬁ the rarrative of the gospels, in the epistles the.
interpretation is explicit. The events that occupy the attention of

the gospel writers are assumed as basic fact by the epistle writers,

who go on tq speak not in parable and sicn but rather about thed in an
g q sp in p g

aECempg to explain their signié%caqte to people/;gfing to live in con-~
formity with their truth. -

Donne addresses questions of the natﬁre of expository language--
words which explain other words or events--in the introduction to a
sermon on I Corinthians 16:22, in which he offers a three-Part analagy
between the kinds of speech demonstrated by man and the kinds of speech

in God. He emphasizes the importance of inquiring into the nature of
“ N

language, reminding his hearers that "Christ is not defined ... by any

prs
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word so often, as by that very word, The Word, Sermo, Speech" (III,

292). The three kinds of speech in man are Sermo innatus, "which the
thought. of man reflecting upon it selfe produces within, de thinks

something”; Sermo illatus, '"that speech which is occasioned in him by~

outward things, from which he drawes conclusions"; and Sermo prolatus,

.

"that speech by which he manifests himselfe to other men" (III, 292).

Donne explains that there are three corresponding kinds of speech in

+

God, "and Christ is qll.three." The Sermo innatus is God's eternal

Word, Christ as the second person of the Trinity; the Sermo illatus is
ul

God's word "occasioned by the fall of Adam, which is his Decree of

sending Christ, as a Redeemer'; and the Sermo prolatus, '"His speech of

manifestation and application of Christ, which are his Scriptures"

.

2 .
(I11, 292). = ’ . . :

The Sermo prolatus, Scripture that speaks of Christ, is, then, a

manifestazion of. a manifesfﬁtion, a2 word about a word already translated
once. In an earlier chapter, dé haﬁe seen the particular ;elevance of
this observation to the gospel;; in the case of expository Scripturesz
such as the epistlgs, it is pivetal, The epistles do not pufbort‘iof
manifest Christ even to the degree that tﬁe gospels do. Rather chéy.
seek to express something about Christ and about God's manifestation of

him. The discursive mode of the epistles reveals truth by speaking

about revelation, thus consciously placing itself at one more remove

from the Sermo illatus, the actual experience of Christ's advent.
This is not to imply that the discursive mode of the New Testament

is in dny way an inferior bearer of truth; on-the contrary, the whole

[ ——
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. Pauline epistle, I Timothy 3:16:

164

point of Donne's analogy between man's speech and God's is that while
_all of Scripture is a "word about a Word," a concession to language-

bound man, as'EGE% it is also a medianor.. Because it speaks of Christ

as the pre-existent ngos {God) and as the Redeemer (man), écripturé

"hake[ﬁ] this God and man ours" (III, 292). At some unseen and inexpliec-

-

able lé@el, it binds God and man as it speaks of both the mysterioﬁs and

invisible Logos and 'his manifestation in the historical Jesus of

Nazareth. When Scripture employs propositional and expository discourse,

it.consciously explodits the interaction between literal events and

- .

their hidden significatip in an attempt to explain the nature of that

relationship and to tramlaté~i »different kind of speech the words

about the Word.

\

. . : /
1. Doctrine as the Explanation of Mystery (I Timothy 3:k6
. *
Whitehall, Lent, February 16 ﬁéZO/ﬂ) ' .

Donne focusses upon this necessary yet problematic meeting of

N

mystery with manifestation in a Lent sermon on ancther verse from a

37 » .
And. without controversy great is the mystery of
godliness: God was manifest in the flesh, justi-

fied in the Spirit, seen of angels, preached unto
the Geptiles, believed on in the world, received -

up into glory. . (III, 206-24)

Here, says Donne is 'engugh to employ all the day, and all the dayes of

-

our life" (IIL, 206), for the verse contains all the essential points of

faith. Here is the compass that Christ the essential Word (the Sermo

é&;.

~
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-

innatus) went, from being "humbled in the flesh" (andethus Sermé -

illatus) to being "received up into glory." Here too is the ?5abass of

the written word (Sermo prolatus), from the chaos and darkness of

Genesis to "Saint John, in clearnesse, in a Revelation." And finally,

]
- -

in this text is also "the compass of all time, as time was distributed

.

in the Creation, Vespere & mane; darknesse, and then light: the

’

Evening and the Morning made the Day",(III,\ZOB). Thus it is, Donne

.

concludes--setting in place the framework for the entire sermon--that
"Mystery and Manifestation make, the Text."
Afrer this expansive and eloquent introduction téd .the enormous

compass of his text, Donne proceeds with a carefully methodical

exposition of it. Because "mystery"” and "manifestation" are the two

-,

parts of the text, he says, "our parts therefore, are but two" (III,

20}). The ﬁhrpose of Paul's words, he eﬁplains, is straightforward:

»

the words form "a sufficient Instruction to Timothy, to whom this
Epistle is sent, and to us, to whom it is sent too, that thereby we
might know how to behave our selves infthe House of God, which i% the

Church of Gad, the pillér and ground of Truth'" (IIT, 207). Simply,

then, the one who wishes to kaow how to behave must know two things:

first, '"that such a Mysterv of godlinesse there is,'“and second, what

that mystery is. That God has translated his essence into a human

existence is taken as given by Donne, as it is by Paul. Paul intkrprets.

that mysterious event by a discursive treatment of the varidus steps

in its manifestation, translating each into doctrine which is a

-

mystery and yet to be believed.. Donne takes Paul’s interpretation and
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in turn translates it, spelling out for his congregation Paul's -

~definition of "mystery' and its function in the life of the Church.
. In his own sermon structure, then, Donne follows the structure

of hié text, for he proceeds as Paul does by way of definition, ex-

- -
. -

pounding the "mystery of godlifess™ by cléssifying it and_enumgrating o
its various faceté.% As if to dispense with myStery and clear tﬁe way
for'ﬁis‘subseqﬁent discussion of its manifestations (and the relevant
doctrine), Donme begins--again like Paul;-wiah the propogﬁl that the

mystery of godliness is "Joctrine without controversie.”" Donne glosses

the mjstery of godlinéss by a vefse later in I Timothy which refers

- . L - 4 el . .
to mystery as M"fatth in a pure conscience." ' So while godliness is

a mystery--something "not present, not obvious, not discernable with

“every eye' (III, 207)--it is also identifiable as essential "doctrine

.

-
of Salvation," and as such is for Donne ‘necessarily "matter without

controversie' (III, 210). Mystery is by definition that which is hidden, -
vet Donne's emphasis Qeré-shggests that mystery is as much a profession

as it is a secrer. He writes that godliness is, simply, "to profess

the Gospel of Christ Jesus sincerely, and intirely,” and then reminds

his hearers that that very profession is "Mysterium, opertum, & apertum,

r -

hid from those that are lost,_but manifested to his Saints™ (III, 210).
. . <¥ - .

The question of how to perceive mystery and of how to recognize
- .

its manifestations, then, becomes for Donmne a question of faith. He ° .

appeals to the traditiochal distinction between faith and reason as
. . H . . -

ways of knowing God, citing Augustine that "That which Christ hath . -
. e " - . "'

plainly delivered, is the exefcise of my- Faith; that which other men

-
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v

have curiously disputed, is the exercise of my understanding" (III,

207-8). That is, there can be no controversy about that which Christ

.
ot

himself'"plainly delivered"; it is "the hand of man-that induces ob-
-~ ) - 3

scurities; the hand of God hath written 50, as a man may runne, and
H?\\ﬁ\\‘*~ ad" (III, 208). Any controversies that arise concerning these things

¢

are the resu unnecessary arguments and disputes perpetrated by the
"overcurious." By insisting © "the interlineary glosses, and the

L] ' N .
marginal notes, and the variae lectiones, con ersies and-perplexities,”

v

these overcurious "wise men" create a kind of false mystery

doing ignore both the mystery- that God has presented and the manifesta-

tions he has provided (111, 208).5

Mystery and perplexity, then, are not at all the same thing “for

Donne: the mystery of which Paul speaks in I Timothy is free of -

. . ) N - -
controversy because it is part of an order to.which controversy and

the kind of scholastic disputation Donne condemns are irrelevant. Mystery

-

is not permeable by logic, and so Donne writes that:

.-

if I muet get Heaven by a Syllogism, my Major is
Credo in-Deum Patrem, I believe in God the Father;
.-- And my Minor shall be, Credo in Deum Filium, I . \
believe in God the Son ...; And my Conclusion, which

must proceed from Major & Minor, shall be Credo in |

Spiritum Sanctum; I believe in the Holy Ghost.

- : : (111, 209)

The great "mystery without controversy' is faith itself, and it is
- through faith that the Church, as < manifestation of mystery, 'proposes

to me all that is necessary £§7my salvation, in the Word, and seals all

to me im the Sacraments"" (III, 210). The mﬁltiplication of creeds and-

-

1
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caths and subtle points of doctrine--which Donne with some irony\calls'

the "mystery of iniquity"--is for him a demial of true mystery, for it

'represéiis an attempt to make faith (and in some ways God himself) subject .

- 6 . '
o human/reason. For Donne, it is always "the Text that saves us,"” . s

not the glosses and the notes and the variant readings (III,'ZOS). Donne's T~

premise in this sermon is that "Mystery and Manifestation make the
Text" (III, 206): mystery (not perplf;ééy) and manifestation (not

- explanation) together form a sufficient witness to truth.

- .. —-—

. . . .
In the second section of the sermon, Donne continues in a methodical
exposition of this text by treating in order the six manifestations of

mystery that Paul lists. In each case he'.takes what is essentially a

point of basic Christian doctrine and clarifies it with examples and

illusty -LQEE‘EfST\jihen places in Scripture,7 For exﬁmple, he

approaches the first point, that "God was wmanifest in the flesh," by

reminding his hearers that the attiibutes of God have always been

manifested in his works. He citps‘?salm 19:1, that "the heavens declare
the glory of God," and the example of 0ld lestament prophets‘and miracles
Lo support his point (III, 211-2). God's manifestation of himself in

the flesh is analogous to these earlier expressions. But the Incarnation

»,

is a much greater mystery, and so Donne asks, "must not I ... come now

with Zachary's dumbness, not to speak at all in this HMystery?" (III, 212).

. . ;
He appeals then to "that which he who onely knew this Mystery, hath said,

Verbum Caro factum est, The word was made flesh" (YII, 212). It is, as
ever for Donne, Scripture that manifests mystery best, and it is with

Scripture's words that mystery is best spoken,

e
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.v.
- . . .

Donne does more here than simply clarify the importance of the
doctrine_oﬁ the fhcarnation, however. He concludes this'paséage of,

explanation by insisting that the most important manifestation of God )

X . . 5,
in Zhe flesh accurs . &ﬁ Cl

QU |

when the love of him corrects zxxéhee the intemperances
- of adorning thy flesh, of pampering thy flesh, of obey-

° ing thy flesh, [for] then especially is this nglgh Y
God is manifested in the flesh, in thy flesh.

- | (111, 213)

.

-

The movement from other Scriptural examples through an exposition of

- Ll ‘ - =

- the point in.question to a direct application of the manifestation to

the individual characterizes each of the six.points Donne covers. 1In -
' . L. . .
each case, he demonstrates that that element in the mystery of faith

'0‘ »

Jan .be discdussed with reference to God's other manifestations of hlmself
- 5 T

nd' can be made apprehen51ble through the action and example of

individuals. 1In this methodical classification of mystery, Domne is

very conventional, and in this sense the content of his exposition

reflects a straightforward doctrinal orthodoxy.
. L. 0y - L 3

Yet it is just such .an attempt to‘classffv and define mysteqy

that Donne early in the sermon condemned in those ne described as

.
-

workers of the mystery of 1n1qu1tv. : The desire to categorize mystery

<.

and spell out points of” falth " Donne explalned flnally Tesults in a-

~

situyation - in which, for example, one must not-only believe in the efficacy.

.- . ' N -
: ) a

of the Sacrament, -but also, absurdly, "sweare to the Frangitur & teritur,

- -

that he broke the flesh of ChIlSthlth his teetlk, and ground it $£th hls

jawes" (III 211) And so in order to avoid thls eventualxty, ‘Donne -

places within his basic stru$§§§§30§ classification and definition

] —

-
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an

. .
- -

passages wh@cﬁ use another kind of,language,'and which thereby imply that

X : : . R 8
he uses his chosen method only with reservation. . :

-

‘When Donne comes to discuss how far mystery is revealed in his text,
he asserts that at the very least the hearer of this verse knows that

God was "manifest in the flesh" angukqpstlfled by the Spirit.” He

L

points out, as well, that everyone who saw God manlfest in Christ "saw

enough to make them sure that ‘it was Caro mortis, mortall flesh" (III,

213). But‘just'as the interpreter of the I Timothy text seés the

statement "God was manifest® in the flesh" without fully comprehending its
. ; .

- 1
mystery, so-too those who saw Christ saw.Caro mortis, and not the essen-

Y

tial mystery of Christ. The mystery of incarmation resides not in ‘what was"

: . - . 4

seen by those who saw Christ in the Tlesh, nor evenéiiayhat was not and |
. . . T . 13 » 3

could not be seen;' the mgstery, rather, is in.the relationship between

what was seen and what was not seen but believed. For

- . -

,ﬁhough he were Panis de caelo, Breaa from lleaven,
. yet himself was hungry, ang though he were fons
perennis, an everlastlng ‘spring, yet himself was
thirsty ... 'and though he were Dominus vitae, the - ) -
Lord of Life, yet Death had dominion over him.

(111, 213-4) S

Kpowing by faith that Christ is the "bread af heaven" and~aﬁ “"everlasting .
{ - ’

spring" makes his hunger and his_thirst--otherwise a nomal human condi-

tion--a mystery. - t ' : ) -

~

By constructing paradoxes like this tﬁfoughgut h%5 sermon, Donne
? . - .

.
1

£ underlines the essential paradox of the,Incarnation and emphasizes the ¢ *'53
- . . . A . ‘

. o I )
L mystery that resides in the relationship between what is apparent_ang

3 .

i . . L
YR ~ : 4 . P
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what unde;lies that appearance.l0 Christ's identity was "justified
by the Spiriﬁ," not in explanation and ratiomalizftion but "in tongues:.
‘and not in dark and ambiguous speeches, nor in faint and retractable
speeches, But in fiery tongues;‘fiery, that is, fervent; fiery, that is,
clear" (III, 214). Like the simple profession of faith that Donne
identifies wirh godliness (III, 210}, these éongues are clear énd
”pifﬁ%ﬁt‘contr0versie," but they are at’'the same time mysterious.
Neither the tonjgu% of Pentecost nor the miracles of Christ prc;vide
the us;al kind of rational e%idence to support a éroposition, and yet
both do function as evidence. .In order to emphasize this strangenéss,
Donne again uses.paradoxicéi and parabolic speech. Hé writes that
Christ was juséified ‘ [

when Nature his Vicegerent gave up her sword to his
hands: when the Sea shut up her selfe- like Marble,
and bore him; and the Earth opened her selfe like a
book, to deliver out *her dead, to wait upon him.

, (111, 215)

The New Testament miracles are evidential and they are manifestations

of God, but like the text thQ{nbéars witness te them they are also a

mystery. ,Thg evidential value of a miracle, like that of a Scr¥ptural

.

text, rests not in its apparént working (and not in its literal wording)
but in the'apprehension of the rélationépip between the appearance and
N e 11
the meaning, the sign and the signified. ™
Donne again addresses the essential link between mystery and mani-
N ] . :

festation later in Yhe sermon in an extended passage that relies almost

entirely upon paradoxes. Id his discussion of the fifth manifestation
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listed in his text, that Christ was "believed on in .the world," he
: - , ”

explains that %t was a "great work" to believe:
. ~

ST

—— ~

That that Jesus, whose age they knew, must be
antedated so far, as that they must believe him

to be elder then Abraham ... That that Jesus, whom
they knew to,be that Carpenters Son, and knew his
work, must be believ'd to have set up a frame, that

reached to heaven. (111, 220)-

L)

. .
People can "know" one thing through the evidence presented to them, but

here they are asked to believe another, "in some cases despite that same

-~
evidence. Donne asks, -

was it not - as easie to believe, that those teares
which they saw upon his cheeks, were Pearles; that
those drops of Blood, which they saw upon his back,
. were Rubies: ‘hat that spittle, which they saw upon

- . his face, was}rmamel ... As to believe that from
that man, that worm, and no man ... ipéloriously
executed as a Traytor; they should look for glory, and
all glory, and everlasting glory? (I1I, 220-1)

f

There is of course a figurative.sense in which®Christ's tears "are"

pearls and his blood~-rubiecs, and Donne plays upon this common poetic

apprehension as he underscores the paradoxes of belief. lle knows that
a tear’is not a pearl, just as he knows that an inglorious worm cannot _
- & . -~
. CoN
be the source of everlasting glory. -Yet the metaphor of pearls and tears

.

is true for the hearer who perceives the connection between the poles of

~

the métaphor. . | ' ) . %

In an analogous way the connection between an ingloriocus man and

. e
eternal glory is also true, though for Donne the Incarnation is a

historical event and thus + not just metaphoric. But it is like: metaphor, -

because its truth, like the truth of metaphor, resides in the relation- .



T

- ~

ship between two things and not in one thing or the other. In metaphor

the'appréhension of that relationship comes in a moment of poetic insight

.

that eludes rational categories; the truth of the Incarnation, the

. -

connection between the "inglorious man" Jesus and divinity, also defies

.

'rational comprehension.lg ,As Donne asks,

if any State, if any Convocation, if any wise Man
had been to make a Religion, a Gospel; would he

not have proposed a more probable, a more credible
Gospel, to mdns reason, then this? '

.

and do more raticnally credible than is the statement that the drops of

Christ's b%oad are rubies. As Donne stated early in the sermon, the

) 13 .

only syllogism tHAf can operate here is the Credo.

-
.

. -~
The overall structure of Donne's sermon operates as.an apparent
! S P pP

attempt to define the "mystery of godliness" and categorize its

manifestatidns. But within that carefully logical superstructure,

o+

!

Donne consistently employs metaphorrc and paradoxical language to play

upon the very words Ymystery" and "manifestation'" that he purports to

. -

define,. Donne does‘HStJﬁeny that the attempt to establish a rational
: o .

s 5

- -
v

'tions can speak.truly. But mystery is mystery, and Donne warns

repeatedly of the dangers inherent in trying to lay it bare. It is

" the "controversies and_perplexities"--not the mysteries--that "undo us"
(III, 208). Because it seeks to explain and simplify truth in order to

make it accessible to reason, a strictly pational mode of interpretation

basis for faith must be ‘made, and that doctrine and theological formula-.

[
o

(II1, 221)
The point of Donne's rhetorical question is that the Cospel is imd;:;ablé,

»,

o1

3

4

-
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fails as translation because it fails to render its text accurately. Co.
It may make the literal words clear, but the essence of the text--that
it is a mystery--is hopelessly obscured.14 ' ) ¢ : -

Not only does such interpretation fail as a translation of the

text; because it refuses to acknowledge mystery, it also fails to offer . (

l

to its hearer the possibility that he himself might be "t?&nélated" and

- Ll
his understanding transformed. '"Your best Evidence.'
gt »

to know by faith that "you are already co—assumed with Christ J%sus into

' Donne argues, is

glory" (III, 224). If the hearer can make the necéssary leap to perceive

with faith that what he sees and what is offered him as truth (though

unseen) are congruent, his perception of what mystery is will be

~

radicallﬁ altered. The rational literal evidence demanded by the workers

/

of the perplexed "mystery of iniquity" thdc Donne discussed earlier in
P '

the sermon is not the best evidence. To insist upon explanation, andﬂ

upon the "frangitur é;teritur" kIII, 211) of the Zucharist, causes mystéry

- ‘.

to collapse into an absurdity which by its insistence on explanation closes
itself to faith and yet at the same time makes iﬂéelf unable to with- -
stand rational inquiry. An intérpreter with such reflexes becomes caught
v . _ .
in "his owntcategories, and as he tries to force them uson‘che text, that

text becomes to Kim more and more a closed book, and his own faculties

.~

for interpretation become more and more circumscribed by hlmself and
o .
' 15 B i
his” presupp051t10ns about what is p0551ble

e h -
In'this Sermon, Donne combines discunsive argument with parabelic

. —

' -

and paradox1cal language to demonstrate that even bare doctrine as pru— ‘

sented in I Timothy 3:16 cannot be approached through inflexible rQC1onal

N . ’

[
F
-
.
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categories. - Donne akso makes the point, however, that even the most

poeuic speech is inadequate. le concludes the sermon with a discussion -~

of Christ's being "received imto glory," and reminds his_congregaticn

, <
that "this which we are fain to call glory, is an‘inexpressible thing,

and an incommunigable" (I1I, 222). It is not comparable to anything .

-

that is perceived or named as glorious on earth, and thus not even

metaphor can quite express it.

Al .
Donne finally describes this glory as being an inversion of human

expectations or imaginations:

The glory of Gods Saints in Heaven, is not so
much to have a Crown, as to lay down that

Crown at the ?eet of the Lamb. (11T, 224) ‘

- ]
.

This Lamb "dwells in luce inaccessibili, in a glorious light which you

cannot’ see here" (III, 224).1 For now, he is hidden in a mystery.. Thus
Donne exhorts hi; hearers not to seek to comprehend or explain that

. -,
mystery, nor even finally to express or describe it. Tpey are instead
to "glorifie him in that whefeih.you may see him, in that wherein he hath
manifested himselfé (I1I, 22&),_to accept those manifescgtions as
manifestationsy signs of a hildden truth. The Gospel, concludes Donne,
is transmitted not by cleverne’ss, rational endeavour or poetic eloquence,
but by beinglmanifest:in the lives of individuals by their faithful X

employment of the "Bégms of Glory, Honour, Favour, [é:j;fFortune" they

.have been giﬁen (ILI, 224). ~
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2. The Role of Metaphor in Logical Proof (Galatians 3:27,

Preached at a Christening [undated])

- In choosing I Timothy ;:16 as a?sermon text, Donne chose a verse
clearly exemplary of Paul's attempt to present doctrine as unequivocally
and in as straigh;forward & manner as ﬁossible. However in some of
his other sermons on the epistles, Donne chose to preaéﬁzfp texts which

-are no less concerned with theological rigour but whose language is
Primnrily metaphoric rather than preopositional. In an undated christen-

/ing sermon, for example, Donne took as his text Galatians 3:27, "For as
many of you as have been baptized into,Ch;ist have put on Christ" (V,
151-6?). Although Paul speaks in metaphor when he rerms baptism the
"puﬁ?ing on" of Christ, the epistle as a whole is constructed a§ a-

polemic in which Paul opposes a Judaizing faction within the Galatian

chgrch.16 Donne recognizes the essential mode of Galatians, and opensl
his egposition of the metaphoric Galatiaps 3:27 by stressing its roie
in the propositional structure of :ﬁe epistle: "this text is a Reason

of‘a Reason; aﬁ Argument of an Arg&ﬁent" (v, 151).”

Thohgh the words of“Donde's chosen text, taken én their own;
appear to be simply an explanation of the act of baptism, in facg, as

Donne explains, they do form the coﬁclqdiﬁg proof in a series of

arguments:’

a The proposition uhde;taken by the Apostle to prove,
: is, That after faith is come, we are no longer. under
the Schoolmaster,’ the law. The reason, by which he

- ~ proves that, is: - For yee are -all the Somnes” of God
by faich,_gg;Chrism Jesus'; And then the reason of that, .
is this text, for all #"that are baptized into Christ,
haVEVEEE.EE Chrisc. * / (v, IS1) i
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The process of reasoning which Donne outlines here"is not immediately
obvious from the Galatians text itself,. in part-because Paul's language--
which includes phrases like ﬁsthoolmaster," "sons of God" and "put on
Chrisg"--is metaphoric language. These metaphors are not directly .
explained by -Paul, but afé thegsel%es ingeﬁdéd to function as explana- -

tion; they represent Paul's chosen method for translating his proposi-

*

tions. Donne's task as the interpreter of these wdrds is to translate
Paul's metaphors, and by so doing to translate and clarify Paul's

‘ . PP 17
statements of essential Christian doctrine.

After outlining the context _of his text, that it is a "Reason of

a Reason," Donne moves directly inte. a metaphor of his own, suggesting

that Paul's series of reasons, his progress toward a central concluding”

’

proof of salvations is figuratively a joarnmey. The chain of propositions,

in this passage, adys Donne, deégizbes

* the progresse of a sanctified Mar, and here .is his,
standing house; here is his journey, and his Lodging;
his way, and his end. The house, the lodging, the
end of all is faith ... To be sure that you are in the
right way to that, you must find your selves to be
the Sonnes of God; And you can prove that by no other
way to your selves, but because you are baptized into
Christ.

e . Christ . v, 15D - . . (

‘Donne ceontinues his analogyy ?xplalnln" that the Juws had the Law as

a schoolmaster ”to)ﬂifect them, bdg we are at our journies end," "as that

we are Ln possessxon of Chrlst" (V,fISI) .So, Donne concludes, instead
of relylng upon the 0ld Festament Law as a gulde "thus far sthen we aye

adlnected by this Text, (whlch is as far, as we-can goe’ in this llfe)" (V

4 _ \

r . b ]
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contained in-the passage be described in terms of a jourhey, the

passage itself becomes a guide for theé. ongoing "progresse of a sanctified

Man" (V, 151).‘ Establishing the various proofs that bear on the

Christian’'s relation to God is but one step in a longer pilgrimhge, and

-

Donne smphasizes throughout this sermon- that to win the argpmént, to
prove the'poinc that because of faith the Christian is no longer subject

- to th& schoolmaster Law, is-not the same as reaching jourpey's end.
Although it is but a step in the direction of truth, Paul's assertion

“that "as many of you as have been baptized into Christ, have put on .

-

Chrisc", expresses a necessary and fundamental proposition of faith, "that

“which the Apostle takes to be that which is\granted on all sides, and
which none can deny" (V, 153). Establishing a fixed principle is

essential, Donne,maintains, because "all proofes must either arrest, and

determine in some things confessed, and agreed upon, or else they pro-

Leced in infinitum” (v, 153). After having demonstrated that Galatians
3:27 is the basis for a whole series of logicai suppositions, héwever,
Donne thgh fraces Qpckwards'through'the seriéﬁ, opening his text up agdin

with a new set of metaphors. He writes that by "puttiag on Chrisc," -

Christians are made “'thé seed of God," which is.to be sown in the field”

of E" world. The "good seed" ax_fe'"}:.he Children of the kingdome," who ~
translated even into the nature of God" (V, 1153).

-

lthough Donne speaké of Paul's thought in terms of logical categorie

-

L . : : B
" then, he at the same timge relies upon metaph%zfin his endeavour to .

. .18 .. .
clarify that legic. The.metaphors -of journey and of agriculture are
obvious examples of this reliance. Moreover, as ‘Donne's insistence on

>

- - . —
. . - hd

5,

$h.
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applying the language and categories of argumentation even when he -is
dealing in metaphor suggests, logical argument can itself function as
a kind of metaphor, as it does -<in this sermon. That is, howeyer clear

and precise its formulations may be, the fact remains that prapositional k-
. -

. .

discoursge ig analogéus to or reflective of truth: log{cal argument is
as like to truth as.vpﬁtting on Cﬂrisf" is to baptism, no more and no

less. In_this sermon, Dopné.uses the language of argument as he—would
use a méuaﬁhoric structure, exploiting_its strengths éven as he ﬁoints -

out its weaknesses and limitations. Because he recognizes that. ' T

.
- —

propositional disizurse does not prove truth any more' definitively than
does metaphoric di course, Donne is also able to recognize that his W
text participates simultaneously in metaphoric and propesitionaligpeech,

and. that the logical argument of Galatigns chapter three is in faét.

. sustained and clarified hy the mqf "Hg§>in verse twenty-seven,

terms. Indeed, Donne emphasizes through

Through his emphasis upg gumen&\\?d loglc, Donne' ?EgntroduCClon ¢

to this sermon sets up for hié\:earers a partlcular set of ewpectatlons

-

concerning the kirdd. of attempts\at persuasion he is going to make, - L
However, because this same infroduction consciously’employs metaphoric

. N . . . ’ ot
language, it-also.frust¥ates ose expectations. Understood as a pattern ST

of metaphors, ghe'reﬁerehce{ to argument and logic, together with the : ,

more' pbvious metaphors of journey,.warn that.the order of this sermon

will not be ditctated or abstracted by theologicgl propdsipioné, nor

-~

will fts conclusions be subject to conventional definition in theological

t this introduction -that not
- . ©
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‘even able to be expressed in writing. The moral part of the Old;

[

Testament Law, for example, "begunne not to have force, and efficacy

" then, when God writ it in the tables., but was always, and always shall be

- PR T

written in the hearts of Men" (V, 152). Even if God had never beéﬁ

"pleased to give that declaration" of the Law;_or if thd written Law

could perish, the spirit of .that Law has always bound men and always

will. Donne points out.that the writing of -the Law gives direction and

is a sign of God's goodness, like this Galatians, text which is also a

guide. But it is the truth that language seeks to_reflect that is

bindin on man, and never the form of_the'laqguage itself.

Donne's sKepticism about the ability of language to define truth

with-final precision is also appirént:tproughout'the body of Hhis.

" ‘exposition of .Galatians 3:27. He-divides the sermon into two "considera-

-

tions" which parallel the two sections- of his text, one dealing with

what it mfeans to be baptized and the-other with what it means to “put

on Christ." The order of Donne's sermon in fact reverses the ofder =

-
.

of the points in the text,  for he begins with an amplificatibn of the

— . }
"sense of "to put on Christ." The phrase .is a metaphor of clothing, and:

Donhe proceeds :for seven pages almost entirely by a network of metaphors
. . . 13
related to clothing.. He opens by explaining that the verb induere is

.
- . -

"to cover so far, as that Covering can reach,” and, unlike a glove which

+ covers ¢nly the hand or a hat which covers only the head, "Chrigﬁ;.&hen

- . " . ~ - - LI 3 . - .l
heeis put - on, fovers us ali v, 153)% Donne reminds his helrers that the"

- 4+ .

propigal‘sbﬁ‘was clothegppy his fatﬂer‘iﬁ_a robe which.was able "to
B ‘ s . B .
cover all his defects" (¥, 154). Adam and Eve, by Jdbntrast, in trying

- - s
1Y B - -

T - - ' - . - . - R - - — .. - —

A
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to clothe themselves and cover their shame, could "provide nothing

[}
¢

but short Aprons" (V, 154), but God "doth not onely éover Originall

sinne ... but he covers alyﬁour actuall sinnes, which we multiplie

every day" (V, 155). Donne speaks, too, of the garment Christ hi@self
wore, and suggests that as it was "seamlesse, and intire," so too

the Christian's garment "which is Christ Jesus, that is, our sanctifica-

jes . * ) .
tion, should be intire, and uninterrupted, in the whole course of our .

lives" (V, 156)5\

-

'The notion of the seamless robe which Christ wore and which he now

figuratively is, is one that Donne pursues.af some length. He explains

&hac induere in this verse implies a twofqld clothing, for "we wef.

put on Christ so, as we s?all be his, and we may put him_o; s0, as we
shall'Ee kgg':(V,UISQ). ‘?§f' Te not:to put on Chrisf, onely #s a Livery"”
for that would-oﬂly make.us servants, and that much.was possible under

~

the Law. The putting on of Christ "so as we shall be He" is beyond

N

T

.

the power of the Law, for it is a kind of transfiguration "to have rhose

garments of Christ communicated to us which were as white, as the Mght"

~

(V, 159).° Doane explains that the way to put on Christ's rightéousness

¥

- is by imita;ioﬂ, and conforming our selves to him" (V, 159), and that

N . ) ' A
.the result of this putting on is that "we ‘shall find -restored in us, the

b

Imaée_of the whole'Tfinity,.imprinted i& our creation" (V, 160). But the

transformation itself; the event by which "we shall be:gg" and God

- ]

"shall use us in all things, as his sonne" (V, '160), cannot be explained.

. The sacrament of baptism, then, is the act by which this mysterious

and transforming putting on of Christ is evidenced to the Church. * It is
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a necessary “sign because, :as we cannot see the Essence of God, but o

-
- -

must see him in his glasses, in his lLmages, in his Creatures, so we

cannot see the decrees of -God, but must see them in their duplicats, in’

. -~

their exemglification,'fh_thg sacraments" (V, 161). Bagrism comeé'

between the Christian's election, for which it acts as a seal, and his

sanctification, for.which it is "an instrument, and conduit™ (V, 160).:

ot -
’

Donne sees that as a single event, baptism "signifies our dying, :and
buriall with Christ"; it ﬁls§ signifies an ‘ongoing process and stands.,

for ‘"all the Acts-of our regeneration' (V, 161). _Revérsing then the

syntax of the comparison, Donne points out that "in that large sense
Y p P ’

our whole life is a-baptisme" (V, 161). But although life‘méy be .
. ! - kS

likened to baptism, and in some sense baptism may 'be likéhed to life,

"the very sacrament of Baptisme, the actuall administration, and
receiving thereof," is never to be taken at face value as being itself

a literal regeneration.
]

. .

In relation to the possibility of understanding baptism in a

liéj}al and not sacramental sense, Donne describes an "ill custome"

-~ .
’

that arose in the early church from an "excessive advancing" of
) /"-—'-\ .‘ LT

the teaching concerning the importance of baptism, in which the sacra-

ment was deferred until just before death in the mistaken belief "that

Al

all sins were absolutely forgiven in’ Baptisme" (V, 162). The literalism

reflected in this cdstop results in its own legalism, 2 subjection again

to Law——the very thing both Donne and Paul argue bapﬁism was instituted

.

to abolish. Baptism is to be understood as part of the order of grace}



. Aot of Law. Even when those who speak for)tbg child "ly in their

owne behalfes;Mperchance they doe not beleéve" (v, 166),

as the Sacrament of the body, and bloud of Christ,
is, in some sense, and in a kinde, the body, and -~

bloud of Christ, says Augustine, so in the_sacrament

of faith, says he, (that is, Baptisme) there is some
kinde of faith. (v, 166)

Baptism is a sign of grace, graciously offered "as well to the unworthy

as to the worthy Recedyer'-(V, 163). It is a metaphoric act, and so to

say\'"we are baptized into Christ" is no less--and no more--metaphoric

—

than %o say "we hax;hﬁht on Christ.”

Paul's metaphor, then, of putting on Christ is a way of explaining
the significance of a literal event, but it also helps to rémind us
that literal events are not‘only what they appear to be. Baptism is a
metaphor, and as such it is not to be translated as apsolute forgiveness
of sin, nor is it to be understood as magically efficicious, independent

of the intentions and beliefs of the one being baptized. It is metaphoric,

and so iE§1<éfiCé % lies not in the act itself and not merely in the

doctrinal *Statement-to which it bears witness, hut in the mystery of -
faith that binds act and meaning, seen and unseen.

That a carefully considered series of propositions, such as that
contained in Paul's epistﬁe to the Galatians, should rest fiAally upon a
metaphor--and, indeed, that‘the Church's assurance of its freedom from
the Law‘should rest upon a metaphoric act--does not bother Domne at all.

On the contrary, it is the very basis of his assertien that the Church’

must recognize its freedom from the Law. To perceive baptism as a

g

19
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metaphoric act leaves room for the operation of grace; to perceive it

as a literal act circumscribes the whole sacrament by Law, demanding that
all prescribed conditions be perfectly fulfilled, and robbing the
sacramenﬁ of its efficacy if they are not. Baptism is a metaphoric
expression of truth, and in Galatians 3:27 Paul chose to explain this
mgcaphor with another. Donne's interpretation in turn also denies the
claims of literalism and'affi}ms his (and the Church's) freedom from

its legalism by affirming metaphor--mysterious though it may be--as an

appropriate and faithful translation of truth.

3. Metaphor as Argument (I Corinthians 15:26,

Whitehall, March 8 {1621/3])

In a sermon preached during Lent of 1621 or 1622, Donne again
chose a Pauline text that operata% through a central metaphor. This
time, however, the text does not form paét of a propositional arguent
a; Galatians 3:27 does. The text for this Lent sermon is I Corinthians
15:26, ""the last enemy that shall be deétroyed is death" (Iv, 45-62),
The context of this verse is one of instruction, for in the fifteenth
chapter of I Corinthians Paul is explaining the significance of the
death and resurrection of Christ and lookiﬁg ahead ro the énd times.
The Apostle's teaching here is not by way of logical'argument,daowever;
instead, the entire passage.is built around a pattern of metaphors of

kingdom, battle ahd triumph.

Still, Donne's assessment of this text is that it is "part of an
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argument for the Resurrection" (IV, 56), and he uses the idea that'_ =~ 8
the verse is "a Teﬁg of the Resurrection'" (IV, 45) as”the focus of
.his sermon. Donne has cakeq as his subject the Resurrection, despite
the fact that this is a Lent sermon, and he explains his choice by
the fact that "all Lent, is but the Vigill, the Eve of Easter,"” and
marks the preparation for resurrection and triumph (IV, 45). During
the Lenten time of p;eparation, Donne writes, the faithful "must dye

this death, this death of the righteous, the death to sin, before this

last enemy, Death, shalbe destroved in you, and you made partakers of

everlasting life in scule and body too" (IV, 45). Describing death
as the last enemy helps to explain the paradoxical "death of Death"
which is promised to man by Christ's death and resurrection, but it does
not atcempt to persuade in the same way that Paul's explanation of
baptism in Galatians does. D;}ne insists upon applying the term
"argument" to this text, however, and by doing so suggests that the
category of argument itself must be re-examined. Paul's writing here is
~
not formally an argument at all. Yet because this text does seek to,
express sone trutin about God, Donne regards it as Paul's attempt to
image God's argument and God's method of persuasion.
Donne explains that this text is "part of an argument for the
Resurrection” by establishing that
it is a faire intimation, and testimony of an ever-
lastingnesse in that state of the Resurrection (that
no time shall end it) that we have it presented to
us in all the parts of time; in the past, in the present,
and in the future. We had a Resurrection in prophecy;
we have a Resurrection in the present working of Gods

Spirit; we shall have a Resurrection in the finall
consummation., . (IV, 56)
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The best proofs of final resurrection are that there have been
resurrectidﬁs in the past, and that there -is a present resurrection
working in the Church. This kind of proof is part of "God's method";
God explains one event Py.another, one truth in the context of the
whole truth reflected in Scripture;zo Donne refers to Ezekiel's
vision of the valley of dry bones to illustrate how God clarifies

the unknown through something already known and understood. He

writes,

thus far God argues with them E.EE nota; from
that which they knew before, the finall Resur-
rection, he assures them that which they knew
not till then, a present Resurrection from those

pressures. ! (1v, 57)

The method of God's argument here is to proceed from the known to the
unknown, as any good logician would. 1In God's logic, however, even a

prophetic vision can become a form of argument, for God--unlike the

mere logician——-is able to use not only words but also things and events
: . 21 '
as signs and as instruments of argument.

Doane of course cannot use thiqgs as signs and so is limited to
using language as his system of signification. " He is neverﬁheless able
to apply in part the same method he has identifed as Cod'slwhen in his
discou?se he top’moves from the known to the unknown. This is hardly an
innovative mode of argument, of course, but the fact that Donne has
drawn attention to it as "God's method” and then self-consciously
-applied it in his own interpretation suggests that it is worthy of note.
Donne's sermon text, I Corinthians 15:26, itself strives to explain a

mystery--an unknown--by a structure that speaks in terms of familiar
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things, “that Metaphor which the Holy Ghost chooseth to expresse that
in, which is that there is Hostis, and so Militia, an enemie, and a warre"
(IV, 46). Donne translates this pattern of metaphors into what he terms

a "paraphrase,'" which he works out not around the actual words of the
: . " s 22
text, but rather around the images conjured by its military metaphors.

In his paraphrase, Donne speaks (as Paul's metaphors do) in familiar

terms, explaining that

there is an enemy: though that enemy shall not

overthrow it [the kingdom of heaven], yet because

it plets, and workes, and machinates, and would

overthrow it, this is a defect in that peace.

(Iv, 46)

Donne's exposition of his text is an expansion of it, an extension of
its metaphoric description of the state of God's kingdom and of the
status of its great enemy, death.

Donne sets up his paraphrasec of the text in seven steps, the first
six of which are concerned with the imperfect present state of the
kingdom. In the seventh step Donne speaks of the promised final--destruc-

. 23 o ,
tion of the enemy. The military metaphor is much more evident in
the first six steps than it is in the seventh, and in some cases the
metaphor dictates the structure of the paraphrase. In the fifth and
:’_
“sixth steps, for example, Donne is explaining how Death remains an enemy
despite the fact that it has become a part of the natural order. He
writes that Death "was an enemy in invading Christ, who was not in his
Commission, because he had no sin; and still he is an enemie, because

still he adhieres to the enemy" (IV, 54). Death invades "our best

lights, our understandings, and benights us there, either with ignofamce
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before sin, or with senselesnesse after." These are unfair tactics,
Donne claims: 'to come in at the window by the way of sin, is not
deaths Commission" (IV, 55). 4And Death as the last enemy is especially

dangerous, for,

in an enemy, that appeares at first, when we are or
~may be provided against him, there is some of that,
‘which we c¢all Honour: but in the enemie that reserves
himselfe unte the last, and attends our weake estate,
there is more danger.
& (Iv, 55)

Death is "an enemie that is so well victualled against man, as that
he cannot want as long as there are men, for he feeds upon man himselfe" <::j

(Iv, 46). The(Bcenario of wartime enemies, the destruction of cities
N\

and the désire,%od\peace that Donne coqstrucﬁs here is representative of
. |

the mode of much 6% this sermon. In his paraphrase he uses familiar events,
the res nota te which Pagl himself refers, in order to clarify the
implication of the Apostle's statement that Death is man's last enemy.

In the seventh stage of his paraphrase, however, Donne discusses
the Resurrection, and for this,there is no military metaphor. He begins
here by speaking of resurrections thart have occurred in the past, and he
is particularly interested in Ezekicl's vision of the dry bones which
Vare raised to life (Ezek. 37:1-14). By this vision, Donne explains,
Ezekiel was reassured that Cod would also raise his people from the
"death" of present calamity. The method of God's argument in this vision

is the same method Donne has identified elsewhere: God acted "to prove,
by that which they did know, which was the generall resurrection, that

which they knew not, their temporall restitution' (IV, 61). There is,
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however, a shift in the logic here,)for the ground, the known tﬂing
by which the unknown is to be substantiated, is a'prophgt's vision.
The res nota upon which the-whole argument is based is itself a mystery.

In order to explain how this vision.functions as a proof,.Donne cites
Tertulliaq; reminding his congregation that even "if the vision be but
a comparison, yet if there weré n§ such thing as a resurrection, the )
comparison did not hold," and, further, "if there were no resurrection
to which that Parable might have relation, it were no Parable" (IV,
61). That which is seen--in this case, the dry bones rising to life--—

has meaning because of that which is unseen. It is the unseen "generall

resurrection,”" which was "alwaies knowneto them, alwaies beleeved by

them," that makes "their present resurrection from that calamity, the

more easie, the more intelligible, the more credible, the more discernable
&

to them" (IV, 61). But "generall resurrection'--here the res nota—-—

is not something known in the way that the war and enemies of the

earlier megg;hors are. Resurrection is not a ground Tor comparison

in the termy of conventional logic because it is known only by virtue

The metaphors te which Donne referred in the first six
steps 0£~EE§ paraphrase clarify the ways in which-death is Jike an
enemy and life on earth like warfare, but whenthe moves on|to speak

of the perfected state of God's kingdom, the end of all war{gEBL com-
parison to familiar things becomes impossible. Nothing in known
experience can provide an adequate account of dry bones rising to life,
or of how those who "dwell in the dust" are able to "awake and sing"

(Iv, 62).
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By his method here Donnme illustrates that poetic speech is unabie
to'sﬁpply metaphors for heaven. He also demonstrates that discursive
speech fails when it endeavours to apply logical methods to proofs
supplied by visions and prophecy. There is no’ argument for resurrection,
and any attempt to proceed logically from the known to the unknown
is confounded by too many unknowns. Parables gnd visions, Donne points

out, are grounded on something mysterious and unknown, the perception

of which depends upon faith. He writes,,
Let therefore Gods method, be thy method; fixe
thy self firmly upon that-beliefe of the -
generall resurrection, and thou wilt never doubt
of ecither of the particular resurrections, either

from sin, by Gods grace, or from worldly calami-
ties, by Gods power. .
» oY P (IV, 61) _

Known things--"'present calamities"--are to be understood through
unknown things. In what Donne terms "God's method,” the moment o?
understanding comes with the perception of this unexpectedly reversed
_VEE ationship between the known and the unknown, a relationship in
- which the hearer suddenly perceives that even that which he has always
\/ : 25
assumed he knew contains an element of the unknown. Thus, for example,
‘while the promised destruction of Death can be clarified through metaphors
of war, the present experience of warfare and destruction may be under-
stood—--"known"'--in a new and ?uller way by faith through the perception
of an unseen but promised final triumph. By its appeal to faith this
kind of reasoning translates and redefines both what it is to know and’

what it is to speak of that knowledge. The interpreter who operates

according to the methods of such logic does not seek to translate only
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texts through analdg&, metaphor and paraphrase; iégtead, he strives
as Donne does to "translate" the hearér, to cause him to change the
syntax of his understanding in order that it may conform more fully
to the language of the text. ’

Donne closes his sermon with a passage on the final resurrection,

"of which, when all the Apostles met to make the Creed, they could say

no more, but Credo Resurrectionem, I beleeve the Resurrection of the

bodv" (Iv, 62). He acknowledges that "in going about to expresse it, the
lips of an Angell would be uncircumcised lips, and the tongue of an
Archangell would stammer,"” and so, he concludes, "I offer not therefore
at it" (ILv, 62). Instead, he adds, "in respect of, and with relation

to that blessed State, according to the doctrine, and practise of our
Church, we doe pray for the dead; for the militant Church upon earth,,
and the triumphant Church in ieaven'" (IV, 62). This prayer is for

Donne translation of the highest or&er, for while it is at one level

2 rendering of the text and a clarification of iFs argument, 1t demands
at the same time that the hearer change his accustomed categories for

’

understanding a text. By translating an argument into a prayer and a

" confession of inadequacy, Donne alters his relation to the text he seeks

to interpret, and acknowledges that he translates best when he does not

speak at all, understanding that what he knows he knows only in part,
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4. Metaphor, Prboposition and the Limitations of Argument

(I Corinthtans 13:12, St. Paul's, Easter Day 1628)

Donne's model and authority for the kind of translation he practises

is the Apostle Paul, himself an interpreter who is aware of the limita-

tions of his sight and his knowledge. In an Easter sermon of 1628,

Donne took for his text Paul's eloquent statement of his partial know-

ledge, I Corinthians 13:12:

For now we see through a glass, darkly; but
then face to face: now I know in part;
but then shall I know even as also [ am

known.
(VI1I, 219-36)
This verse appears at the end of Paul's famous discourse on charity, but
J r
4
\‘££_£§fmo:e an expression of promise and consolation than it is & logical
conclusion to the chaptery Paul provides no explicit definition of
the relation of verse twelve to the tiemes which are central earlier in
/
the passage, and at first glance these words seem to be but an afteny/
{
o . \
¢ thought. Implicit in the parallel constructions ina verse twelve, however,

is the same logical comparison between the orders of "now" and "then"

—_

-

which the whole passage reflects. In this chapter, Paul proposes charity
{agap€) as aan ideal, suggesting as he does so that the realities of

human life and expressions of love do not often correspond with that

. 26 , " . .
ideal. Thus, his statement that "we know in part, and we prophesy in
part” (I Cor. 13:9) accords well with his descriptions of charity, which
demonstrate that in the present, we also love "in part.”

Although the subject of Donne's sermon text herc is cnigma and partial
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knowledge, the formal structure of his éxposition of I Corinthians
13:12 is far from obscure. - This sermon has a highly logical structure,
built around Paul's distinction between now and then. In his dis-
cussion of each order, Donne deals first with the "sight" of God and
then with the "knowledge" of éSE, thus dividing the sermon into four
sections, an examination of the sight of God now and the sight of God
then, and an examination of the knowledge of Cod now and the knowledge
of God then. In each section, Donne approaches his subject in three
steps——the 'place," the "medium” and the "light" Sy which man is able
to understand God in that parcticular dispensation—-aﬁd rchearses
this orderly structure at regular intervals to clarify for his congrega—.
tioq how his‘argument is develqping.27

In his explanation of the wvarious ways of knowing God, Donne
ackdowledges that his own sermon--like all sermons--is part of the

*
order of "now." He writes:

Now (Now in a glasse, now in part) is intended
most especially of that very act, which we do

now at this present, that is, of the Ministery of
the Gospell, of declaring God in his Ordinance,
of Preaching his word. (VIII, 219)

As part of the present order, preaching aiso has a specific purpose

in relation to the future: that is,

that therefore you may the better know him, when

you come Lo see him face to face, then, by ;

having seen him in a glasse now, and that your  —

seeing him now in his Ordinance, may prepare you
see hi hen i is E ce,

to im € in his Essence (VIII, 220)

_This sermon then is to be understood as Donne understands it, as a
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glass which reflects a part of truth but which at the same time bears

witness to the promise of a full perception of truth i& the future.

Even while he speaks of enigma and mystery, Donne's clear and cgreful

organizatiop of this sermon evidences his rejection of false obgcurity

and his conviction that truth must be spokén as clearly as possible.
Donne's insistence on the importance of clarity in rational

discourse is illustrated by the distinction he makes between "seeing"

and "knowing' God. He begins by speaking of the sight of God, explaining

that the wéole world is a theatre in which men amay see God, and that

“"there is not so poore a creature butmay be thy glasse to see God

28
"That which we see in a glasse, assures us, that

in" (VIII, 224).
such a thing there is" (VIIL, 223), and so, Donne writes, a man-"must
pull out his own eves, and see no creature, before he can say, he sees
no qu” (VII;,-225). Man's rea;on provides sufficient light for ﬁim
to see that there is a C;d, although of course in the present ordef
it .is still partial sight:. no man, "remaining a mortall man, and
under the definition of a mortall man, [is] capable of seeing [God's]
Essence” (VIII, 231-2). Still, the sight of God which man glimpses
in the mirror of the world is essentially undistorted;_uﬂlike water,
which "gives a crookednesse, and false dimensions to things that it
shewes,".in the glass of the world there is a "true sight of God, though
it not be a perfect sight, which w; have this way' (VIII, 223). |

If seeing God--having this "true sight" that is afforded man by
creation--were enough, there would be no need to speak of God or to

I

fgreach a sermon. But this sight of God, however clear it may be, is

/
S
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not enough, for man is a reasonable creature who seeks always to
know. Donne reminds his hearers that "the difference betweene the

Reason of man, and the Instinct of the beast is this, That the beast

Y

does but know, but the man knows that he knows" (VIII, 225). Man must
reflect upon what and how he sees, and he does so inevitably through
language. He is responsible for using that language as precisely and )
as accurately as possible, and so Donne too--"knowing that he knows''--
speaks carefully and logically'about how to see and know God, even as
__he recognizes that "we know Cod, that is, Beleeve in God in this life,
but by aenigmaes, -by darke representétions, and allusions" (VIII, 226).
Even his most rigorous applicationslof logic and precise language are
but "allusions, or similitudes, or representations of God" (VILI, 226).
And,élthough he might wish to think that his logic is presented as
evidence to man's reason, in fact all speech agbut GCod is preseggéd

to man's capacity for faith. Donne equates knowledge of God in the
present order with belief in him: "to know God" is "to make him our
God," and that comes only through faith, "the application of tﬁe Gospell
to our selves' (VIII, 228, 229). And, Donne adds, "faith it sclf, is
Butraenigma,.a dark represeatation of God to us'" (VIII, 230). So no’

.-
matter how carefully constructed a theclogy or a systematic discourse or

sermon may be, in the end "all ladguage is partial.

Throughout this sermon, Donne demonstrates that though language is

finally imprecise, the preacher must still struggle to achieve clariry.
i
He does so in part by drawing attention to subtle but important distinc-

tions that must be made when defining the terms of his discourse. Donne

R
%
)

's
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early distinction between the "true" sight of God+and the "perfect”
sight, for example, recurs later in the sermon when he explains that

"as God knowes me, so I shall know but I shall not know Ged so,

as God knowes me. It is not quantum, but gicut; not as much, but as

truly" (VILI, 235). This subtle manipulafion of meaning whicli oceccurs

through a minor shift in syntax ap again in the sermon when

ee God di%éjtly,

Donne explains that in the glass creation “'we may

that is, see directly that there is :?Tm\" (VIII

Donne also consciously manipulates lan e a demonstrates the
Y P V4 Q\%
n

enlgmatlc nature of its fine shades of mean whe

~

paradoxes. For example, when he explaigs hbg\fja\soula be present in
\

e spea
hell, he writes:

in any other place, because he is there, without any
emanation of any beame of comfort from him, who is

the God of all consolation, or any beame of light

from him, who is the Father of all lights. (VIII, 223-4)

even there Cod\;s, and so much more strangely then

In paésages like this, Donne strains his hearers' -capacity for faith
by emphasizing the incredulity of his subject. Tﬂat God who is all
gooed should be present in hell is already hard to imagine. That tﬁé'
"God of all comfort" could somehow be in a comfortless hell and not
change it by virtue of his presence there is even more so. The content
f the second statement is no diéferent from that of the firse, Sut the
paradoxical form of its language translates an abstraction already stfange
into an image which is all but incoﬁceivable, and whiqh resists rational

inquiry. However carefully speech is formulated; and however finely its



1]

as Donne demonstrates, those same words

also function to obgcure fruth and to complicate its perception.

When Donne move his discussion of the present order to his

~

consideration of what is to come, he abandons the strategy by which he

sought to demonstrate that language and its logic are inadequate, and

. ’ ' '
begins instead to stateé directlnthat he cannot express what and who

God is. He remarks that "he that asks-me what heaven is, meanes not to

heare me, but to silence me; He knohs I cannot tell him" (VILI, 231).

Lt

.Donae also cites Augustine, who describes a visionary conversation he

nad with his mother before her death, in which "we cameto the considera-

tion - of our owne mindes, dnd our owne soules, and we ‘got above our own

f
soules ... and we could consider God then, but then wee could net see

God in his Essence" (VIII, 232).29 That is, eve;'during theirfgoments
of transcendent vision, AugusTine and Monica wereostill limité&_to
speech about God, to attempting to express the iéexpressible.

One such inexpressible reality is the "light of glory," and when
in the conclusion to his sermon Donne comeé to describe it, he does so
by constructing a series of comparisons by which he avoids having to

decide what to call this light. lle writes:

To this light of glory, the light of honour is but

a glow-worm; and majesty it self but a twilight; The
Clierubims and Seraphims are but Candles; and that
Gospel it self, which the Apostle calls the glorious
Gospel, but a Star of the. least magnitude ... I cannot
tell, what to call this lightc. (VIII, 232-3)

The.comparisons fail--as Donne. knows they will--and so he nmust propose

a name for the light of glory. .Proposition too fails—-as Donne knew it
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would. 1In the struggle to understand anq to speak of Gid, the inter-
preter will always be faced with enigma, and so Donne'advises that he
recognize and -accept that 'the best knowledge that we have of God here,
even by iéﬁii}-is rather that he knows us, then that we know him" (VIT1I,
230). The interpreter who perceives this will see too that the best

commentary he can make upon his text will not be primarily an expression

of "comprehension,” which Donne defines as knowing a thing "as well as

that thing can be known" (VIII, 235). Instead, his knowledge and his

words about that knowledge will derive their meaning from a context

of love. The knowledge of God in heaven, Donne writes, "shall be a
xnowledge so like his knowledge, as it shall produce a love, like his
love, Adnd we shall love him, as he loves us" (VIII, 233).

Donne foresees, too, a further "translation" of this conflation

———

of love and knowledge, for

by knowing, and loving the unchangeable,
the immutable God, Mutabimur in immutabilitatem,
we shall be changed into an unchangeabless.

‘ (VIII, 235)

For the time being, words and their meanings are mutable, and man's

perceptions about language, themselves mediated through language, also

éhange. In the face of such mutability:'

e offers to h%? hearers the
consolation of this final translation, from the present and limited
context of "now' into the larger order of eYernity. "Then," in that
order, texts will become transparent, and interpreters will no longer

puzzle over why Paul illogically placed a comment on the enigma of
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partial knowledge at the cnd of an eleoquent discourse on the nature

and value of charity; ''then," the essential connection between xnowledge

and charity, between interpreting truth and loving it, will be clear.

In the preseat, however, the text remains o and its inter-,

preter is faced with an enigma. Donne’'s intefpretation of
g

text reflects his conclusions: that the best response to enigmatic

]
i1

texts is not to construct systematic explanations, nor to reflect upon

one's own capacity for knowledge, nor even to xeflect upon one's

capacity for charity. The Christian, sa is to see and know

God "contemplatively, by knowing as he is“known, and Practically, by

loving, as he is loved" (VIII, 236). To insist upen talking about

God and talking about charity is in the last analysis a deflection;

it is a refuéal to see that that light which lightens man's percepticn
cannot be classified by man as "a light which is His" or "a light

which flowes from ﬁim, no, nor a light whicn is in him" (VIIL, 220).
The only light by which this text may finally be understood is, simply,
"that light which is He himself," for which there are no words and

-

about which there can be no argument. ’

\‘r"l'ﬁ



Notes

There are of course occasions of poetic speech in the New
Testament epistles; see for example Paul's use of allegory in Gal.’
4:22-31; his hymn in praise of Christ, Phil. 2:5-1l; and his rhetorical

description of an ecstatic vision, II Cor. 12:2-5.

2

“ This threefold structure clearly reflects the importance of
God's image in man as being one of Trinity; it echoes also Doune's
continued acknowledgement of the presence of the Word, the Logos, in

all words.

For the purposes of this @iscussion, I will assume the Pauline
authorship of the letters to Timothy; this was the traditional view,
which Donne reflecteé, and which was current in Biblical scholarship
until the nineteenth century. On the authorship of the epistles to

Timothy, see A.T. Hanson, The Pastoral Epistles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,

1982) 2-11.

2
* 1ir, 210. Cf. I Tim. 3:8-9: '"Likewise must the deacons be

grave, not doubletongued, not given to much wine, not greedy of filthy

lucre; Holding the mystery of the faith in a pure conscience." .

? In "Donne and the Wane of Wonder,” ELH 36(1369), Dennis Quinn
examines the importance of mystery and wonder to Donne's theology and’
epistemology. Quinn notes Donne's grasp of the traditional meaning of

"wonder," and quotes him as follows:

200
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the first step to'faith, is rto wonder, to stand,
and consider with a holy admiration, the waies
and proceedings of God with man: for, Admiration,
wonder, stands as in the midst, betweene knowledge
and faith, and hath an eye towards both.

(VI, 263)

That is, mystery as mystery, and as God has presented it, has value

because "it arouses in the reader a desire to understand." Quinn

argues that, for Donne, while "the clarity of literal language satisfies

tTon

the intellect by giving knowledge, the obscurity of figurative

language stimulates the intellect to search further by causing wander"

(631, 630). ' 7

Donne's brief treatment of the "mystery of iniquity in this

sermon is difficult. This is in part because he ignores tie specificaily
~

eschatological context of this Pauline expression (LI Thess. 2:7), and‘
applies it loosely to his own structure. The obscurity of his argument
is also in part related to the intentional and extreme literalism
with which he insists that the mystery of iniquity is "greater" than
the mystery of godliness because there are, literally, many more
articles of faith involved in the iniquito;s and "subtill" "Schoale-
points" (III, 211 cf. 207). This of course extends Donne's distinction,
between true mystery and mere perplexity, but the use of the term
"mystery of iniquity"” does conguse matters. At the very least, it
draws attention to the difficulty of defining "mystery"” at all, and
increases the sense of how mysterious even the discursive interpreta-

tion of such matters must be.
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7 Rosemund Tuve,*in Elizabethan and Metaphysical Imagery:

Renaissance Poetic and Twentieth Century Crities (1947; Chicago and

London: University of Chicagd Press, 1968), points out that for
the metaphysical imagination the process of definition can itself

become a rich source of tropes and figures (299-309).

Donne's subversion of his own strategy here is analogous to

-

what Stanley Fish identifies as his intentional defeat of his hearers'

abilicy to remember details. 1In Self-Consuming Artifacts: The Experience

of Seventeenth-Century Literature (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: ’7
University of California Press, 1972), Fish argues that Donne offers
apparently discrete mnemonic aids in his sermons, only to withdraw

them and dispel the illusion of memory and certainty. ?ish sees this

as evidence of Donne's Augustinism, which operates in the sermoﬁs to
encourage 'a érowing awareness of God's immanence," and which.denies

‘rational and locative categories of memory because it "makes all

places and things one™ (49).

Compare with this Augustine's articulation of the same paradox:
"He who had power to do such things, vouchsafed to be in need ... The
Bread was hungry, as the Way fainted, as saviﬁé Health was wounded, as

the Life died" ("Sermons on New Testament Lessons,"” trans. R.G. MacMullen,

A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, ed. Philip Schaff

ﬁ887; Grand Rapids: EZerdmans, 197§] vol. VI, sermon LXXIII; Schaff

473).
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1? For a helpful and perceptive discussion of the relationship

between mystery and poetic speech, see Walter:J; Ong, $.J., "Wit and
Mystery: A Revaluation in Medieval Latin Hymnody," Séeculum 22(1947).
Ong examines Aquinas' recognition of the fact that "metaphor, which
seems fo be a device distinetive of poectry aﬁd foreign to the pggsical

and mathematical sciences and to metaphysics and logic, turns up time

and again in Christian theology' (324).

-

Dennis Quinn, in "Donne and the Wane of Wonder," notes that
"Donne coﬁsistently distrusts miracle as a normal approach to God and
belief"” (636); In an Easter sermon on Heb. 11:35, Donne himself writes
that, though God 'glorifie himselfe s?metimes, in doing a miracle, yet

there is in every miracle, a silent chiding of the world, and a tacite

reprehension of them, who require, or who need miracles" (VII, 374).

2 : -
Like the connection between the two poles of Erich Auerbach's

"figura," the understanding of the connection between two discrete
realities--whether in figure, metaphor or the Incarnation itself--is
a "spiritual act.” In terms of perceiving the truth of the Incarnation

and of figural interpretation, this moment of insight is also a moment

of faith ("Figura," Archivum Romanicum 22(1938) 436-89, trans. Ralph

Marheim in Auerbach's Scenes from the Drama of European Literature [New

York: Meridian Books, 1959] 53).

13 Cf. Thomas Browne's appeal to faith in understanding mysteries:

F

.
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"I can answer all the objections of Satan, and my rebellious reason

with that odd resolution I learned of Tertullian, Certum est, quia

impossibile est" (Religio Me&ici, ed. James Wiany l?ambridge: At the

University Press, 1963 I, 9; Winny 11). h

I ~ .
~ . . + 1
Walter Ong writes of the peculiar and obscure nature of poetic

speech, and of its "inability to survive the abstraction which is the

peculiar condition sine qua non of 'human understanding” ("Wit and

Mystery" 325). Further,

a poem resists the very abstraction by which we
would understand it. Abstraction, in one way or
another, destreys it, dissolves it away. So we
must content ourselves largely with simply appre-
hending the poem by reading or hearing it read, and
as Tor any strict understanding of a poem, we must
content ourselves with thinking and talking around

e ("Wit and Mystery" 326)

Dennis Quinn also addresses the problem of the impenetrability of

metaphor;-and particularly of the metaphysical conceit--when he describes

r
wonder as the traditionally appropriate response to obscure speech:

‘\ knowledge takes place when the beholder grasps a
similarity between two apparently dissimilar things--
one of them representing the other. The implication
is, further, that the connection between the repre-
senting image and the object represented is by no
means clear and the beholder in encountering this
obscurity is led to wonder.

{("Wane of Wonder'" 632)

15 In a sermon on Psalm 65:5, Donne discusses the importance of

enigmatic speech in Scripture, particularly as used by Christ:
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They were Visions, they yere Similitudes, not plaine
and evident things, abvipus to every understanding,
that God led his people by:\ ... And in this way of
teaching, our Saviour abounded, and excelled; for when
it is said, He taught them as one having author Ty,
And when it is said, They were astonished at hig
Doctrine, for his word was with Power, they refer that

to this manner of tcaching, that hee astonished.them

with these reserved and darke sayings, and by the sub-
sequent interpretation thereof, gained a reverend
estimation amongst them, that he onely could lead rhem

to a2 desire to know, (that darke way encreased their
desire) and then he onely satisfie them with the knowledge
of those things which concerned their salvation.

- ,

Quinn ("Wane of Wonder" 644) suggests that Donne's attitude toward

(VII, 315-6)

mystery and parabolic speech be contrasted with Luther's. In an exposi-
tion of John 3:7-8, Luther makes it clear that he distrusts the poetic
_nature of parabolic sp€eca, and would prefer Eé interpret metaphors as
rational analeogies. ie explains that when Christ told Jicodemus that

he must be "born again,' he used the example of the wind that "bloweth
where it listeth" as "an understandable and clear illustration from

. o~

nazure." Luther emphasizes that "with the help of this physical aad
clear illustration the Lord taught Nicodemus to believe even where he

r

fails to grasp.' Luther does not recommend pursuing enigmas or exploring

"the mysteries for which God the Father demands faith" (Sermons on the

Gospel of St. John, trans. Martin H. Bertram, Luther's Works, 34 vols.,

-

cd. Jaroslav PelikanlrSt. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1957] vol. 22

b

(8%

92, 295, 297). b

16 See the gencral introduction of F.F. Bruce, The Epistle to the

Galatians: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982)

1-42.
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Vs

17 Gale H. Carrithers, Jr., in Donne at Sermons: A Christian

Existential World (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1972),

notes that this sermon particularly illustrates Donne's principle of

being "not upon a Lecture, but upon a Sermon' (1L, 320). The sermon

does not argue for baptism, says Carrithers; rather, "it explores the

nature of baptized life'" (113-4).

18 . o ) . .
On Donne's reliance upon the concretion of metaphor and its

immediate emotional force, see Carl Braun Sennheim, "John Donne: Poet

in the Pulpit," New Essays on Donae, ed. Gary A. Stringer (Salzburg

&
Studies in English Literature, Elizabethan and Renaissance Stud(és 57
[197ﬂ 269-50, 258); and George Williamson, "Donne and the Poetry of

Today,” A Carland for John Donne, ed. Theodore Spencer (193l; Gloucester,

Mass.: Peter Smith, 1958), who writes that "at all times [Donne's] style
sought to make 'apprehensible by sense’ what was not 'comprehensible

by reason' but might terminate in intellectual equivalgnts" (l6i). For
a contrasting view of Donne's use of metaphor in his preaching, see
Terry G. Sherwood, '"Reason in Donne's Sermons,'" ELH 39(1972) who sees
Donne's notion of "'meditation' and metaphor as rational™ and notes
"Donne's compulsion, mangfest cverywher; in the sermons, to explain

the analogues in his metaphors' (365).

1 . .
9 Such reliance upon metaphor would, of course, bother other
seventeenth-century writers, like Hobbes, who profoundly distrusted

all polysemous language. Joan Bennet discusses the movement away from
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the acknowledgement of mystery and a new desire for rigid defSnition
of meaning in "An Aspect of the Evolution of Seventeenth-Century Prose,"”

Review of English Studies 17(1941). Bennet remarks upon the evident

new interest in the perceived world as being not because it was "an

' but because "it could be known and managed

adumbration of the eternal,’
to man's advantage” (281). She contrasts this with Denne, who In the
sermons uses ''not arguments but illustration,"” and whose notion of

definition——unlike that of some of his contemporaries--rested upon

verbal wit and medieval habits of multiple levels of exegesis (283f.).

This of course reflects the same theological, epistemological
and historical presuppositions as typology and typological interpreta-

tion. See Chapter II above, n. 5.

2

Augustine, in On Christian Doctrine itrans.‘D.W: Robertson, Jr.
EQSS; Indianapolis: Liberal Arts Press, 1978]), makes it clear 'that

God uses things and people as signs, éuch that those signs become

types. Things like the "stone which Jacob placed at his head" and the
"heast which Abraham sacrificed in place of his son" "are things in

such a way that they are also signs of other things" (I, ii; Robertson 8).
Augustine later remarks that although there are among men signs—-like
banners and wmilitary music--which appeal to the sense of sight or hearing,
”word;tEE?e come to be predominant among men for signifving whatever

the miﬂﬁ conceives ... However, Our Lord gave a sign with the odor of the

ointment with which His feet were anointed; and the taste of the sacrament



208

of His body and blood signified what He wished; and when the woman was
healed by touching the hem of His garment, something was signified"

"(I1, iii; Robertson 35-6).

5 ,
22 John S. Chamberlin, in Increase and Multiplv: Arts-—-of-discourse

Procedure in the Preaching of Donne (Chapel dill: University of North

Carolina Press,.1976), explains the patristic and A;gustinian use of
"paraphrase" in developing a text into a sermon discourse. Chamberlin
distinguishes this from the scholastic method of "division" of the

text, and observes that in Donne's preaching, 'the words of the text are
distributed in the divisio by either paraphrase of division, but more
often by division" (110). When he does paraphrase a text, Chamberlin QB.”
demonstrates, Donne ""does not, then, extemporize, but, an£icipating and
recapitulating, picking up the thread of coherent meaning again and
Zzain as he reads on, he moves continuouély through the words of the

text' (110).

Ronald E. Hughes, The Progress of the Soul: The Interier Career

of John Doane (New fork: William Morrow, 1969), comments that this

scven—-part sermon 'becomes a hieroglyph of Augustine's anti-creation,
the undoing of creation in six steps followed by an eternal seventh

day" (181-2).

24 . - ' .
In his Christmas sermon on John l:8, Domne writes that "for, a

regenerate Christian, being now a new Creature, hath also a new facultie
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of Reason: and so believeth the Mysteries of Religion, out of another
Reason, then as a meere naturall Man, he believed naturall and morall

things" (III, 359).

Heather Asals, in "John Donne and the Grammar of Redeﬁption,"

English Studies in Canada 5(1979), identifies in Donne the recognition

of God's logic, discrete from the pretended logic, or géphisery, of man.

- .

L

Asals writes that for Donne, “the language of tne Logos is Logic,” and
"redemption lies the way of that logic, mapped out by the rigors of j
grammar more than rhetoricf {133). Only when we come to apprehend the

_ mysterious unity in diversity that is the Trinity, she writed; "do we
llearn to read the language of the Word in}thp‘school of the Holy Ghost

(by the Holy Ghost's gfammar, understanding Christ and by Christ's logic

understanding the Father, all together)" (135).

n

o ;
26 On the different kinds of love, Augustine writes:

I call "charity" the motion of the soul toward the
enjoyment of God for His own sake, and the eanjoyment

of one's self and of one's neighbor for the sake of
God; but "cupidity" is a motion of the soul toward the
enjoyment of one's self, one's neighbor, or any corpor-—
al thing for the sake of something other than God.

(On Christian Doctrine III, x; Robertson 88)

Compare with this Donne's remarks in 2 sermon on Revelation 20:6:
"man was borne te love; he was made in the love of God; but then man
falls in love; when he growes in love with the creature, he falls in

love" (VI, 69-70).
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27

-

John Chamberlin notes the "multiplying” structure of this

sermon (Increase and Muletiply 121); William R. Mueller, in John Donne:

Preacher (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1962), remarks upon
the "fine mathematical precision" of this sermon which is built

around one central image of light (133).

Winfried Schleiner, in The Imagery of John Donne's Sermons

(Providence: Brown University Press, 1970), discusses the traditional

imagery of the "eyes of the soul,” and the association between vision

and knowledge. I Torinthians 13:12 is a prima®x source for this

dmagery, and Schleiner examines Donne's exposition this text as

illustrative of his use of the imagery of spiritual vision and the

conventional rheatrum mundi topos (137-56).

2
Augustine, Confessions, trans. R.S5. Pine-coffin (Harmondsworth:

Penguin Books, 1961) IX, x; Pine-coffin 196-9. Marcia L. Colish,

in The Mirror of Lanpuage: A St;dv in the Hedieval Theory of Knowledge
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1968), sees Augustine's
account of his conversation with Monica as a premonition of the time
when "all languages, whether literally or figuratively verbal, will

I
cease' (49).

LS

-



Chaptexr VI

The Language of Vision:

Donne and the Interpretation of Prophecy

The ends crowne our workes, but thou crown'st our ends,
For, at our end begins our endlesse rest.

"La Corona" I

The prophetic books of the 0ld and New Testaments evidénce another
mode of Scriptural speech, that of dream and vision and oracle. Although
each of Scripture's prophets wrote within the context of his own time
and place, all of them sought to image the meaning of their individual
and pagticular histories by something mysteriously beyond the confines
of chronology. In some cases—-notably that of the 0ld Testament
prophecies about Israel's political and military life--the veracity of
a prophetic vision may be confirmed or substantiazgd by the events of
history. However, although some of these writings can in some measure
be explained in terms of concrete historical events, there is no

.

assurance that the full significance of any prophecy can be thus known.

Donne remarks, citing Irenaeus, that '

'it is EPe nature of prophecy
to be secret, till it be fulfilled" (X, 42).  In the case of the Hew

Testamerit book of Revelation, to which Donne is referring here, the '

relationship between prophecy--that which is hoped for and believed upon--—

211
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and history--that which is seen and experienced--is as yet entirely
obscure. Donne reminds interpreters concérning Revelation that no

one can "undertake to the Church, that he hath found the certaine, and
the literall sense as yet, nor is sure to do it, till che prophecies
of this booke be accomplished" (X, 42). Donne's implication is that,
at least in the interpretation of Old Testament prophecies, some
"certaine” sense, the specific historical reference, can be deter-
mined. Even there, however, there can be no simple set of correspondences
between what was foretold and what has come to pass, for although one
set of circumstances may be seen to be accomplished, there may be
others which are not--and thus there may be other levels of meaning

in the words of the prophecy which remain hidden. More perhaps than
any other of the Scriptural modes of language, prophetic speech

defies its interpreter's attempts té transbage it.

The problematic relationship between history and prophecy, between
what is seen and what is as yet unseen, is a central concern, both
implicit and explicit, in Donne's sermons on prophetic texts. As a
preacher, he addresses the immediate problems and pressures of the world
around him, discussing curreat theological and doctrinal disputes and
political events and intrigues. But he speaks also of the world of
the text} and so speaks—-as must all interpreters of Scriptural
prophecy--of the apocalypse. This is the promised "end time' which is
in truth no time at all, but rather a conflation of temporal history:
with vis;onary prophetic fulfillment. The prophets' own reflections of

apocalypse are but dark and partial, and so their interpreters' dilemma
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is a perplexing one.” How is one to speak of a time and place that

defy temporal and spatial classification? As Donne confronts this

interpretive crux-—for’iggh,it is=-he faces too the relative inadequacy
of his speech to express "a'new heaven and a new earth" through a grammar
and a syntax that are bound by time. In his translétions of prophecy,
Donne is expressly aware that he is addressing gomething not only

unknown but also unknowaﬁle by him in his present state--and thus,

perhaps, finally untranslatable.

l. Literalism and Prophetic Speech (Revelation.20:6,

St. Paul's, Easter Day in the Evening 1624)

Donne explaing some of his interpretive principles in relation to

prophetic writings in the introduction to an Easter sermon on Revelation

20:6, "Blessed and holy is he that hath part in the first resurreccion"
(VI, 62-80). e opens his exposition of this text with the warning
that

in the first book of the Scriptures, that of Genesis,
there is danger in departing from the letter; In
‘this last book, this of the Revelation, there is as
much danger in adhering too close to the letter.

. (VI, 62)

The letter of any text, as it is ordinarily understood, 1s neither to
be taken as absolute nor to be ignored. The boock of Revelation, a
text with primarily prophetic and not historical references, is thus
misread if it is taken as literal history. At the same time, Donne

insists that in interpreting any text, the "literall sense is alwayes to
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be preserved"--but then adds the initially confusing corollary that
"the literall sense is not alwayes to be discerned" (VI, 62). Donne

explains this confusion when he defines the "literall sense" as

not alwayes that, which the very Letter and Grammar
of the place presents, as where it is literally said,
That Christ is a Vine, and literally, That his flesh
is bread ... But the literall sense of every place,

is the principall intention of the Holy Ghost, in that

place. VI, 62)

Interpreters like to assume that the "very Letter and Grammar of the
place" present some measure--and even the greatest measure--of the
truth of the text. But the Holy Ghost, Donne explains, writes in

various modes, and sometimes the "letter and grammar" are not the keys

teo understanding the Scripture:

his principall intention in many places, is to
expresse things by allegories, by figures:; so

that in many places of Scripture, a figurative
sense is the literall sense, and more in this

ook | ie. Revelari en in anv other.

book [ tlonJ th in any e (VI, 62)

The literal sense, then, according go this construction, is not neces—
sarily identified with the letter ar all; that literal meaning which is
"alwayes to be preserved" is to be discerned as simply "the principall
intention of the Holy Ghost in that place."2
A hermeneutical principle that proposes determining the primary

sense of a text on the basis of the Holy Ghost's "principall intention"
presents many interpre;ive hazards. Donne speaks of these hazards

when he describes interpretive -errors at two extremes, the error of too

rigidly adhering to the letter, and the error of completely ignoring it.
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lie explains that

to depg;{Ifrom the literall sense, that sense which
the very ltetter presents, in the book of Genesis, is

dangerous, because if we do so there, we have no

history of the Creation of the world in any other
lace to stick to.

P (VI, 62)

An assurance concerning the creation of the world and the beginning

of the history of han's relationship with God comes from the grammar

of the text, its normally apprehended litéral sense. -Thus, to construct
figurative and allegoricai readings without attending to the his-
torical letter, which is the text's essential context, would be a
serious misinterpretation of ic.

At the same time, however, for the interpretatiPn of a book of
prophecy, like Revelation, Donne explains that "so to binde our selves
to such a literall sense in this book, will take from us the consolation
of many spirituall happinesses, and bury us in th® carnall things of
this worly" (VI, 62). 1In relation go prophetic texté,"then, the
interpreter risks an equally inappropriate reading if he allows himself
to be bouqd to a2 literal-historical context, for history is not the
primary context of a prophetic book. " To be bound by history when
reading prophecy is to deny prophecy's basic premise, which is that
history-—the time-bound sequence of evernts--will one day be replaced
by the new order of eternity. To allow history to circumscribe the
interpretation of é prophecy is to be buried in the "carnall things of
the world,"” to close off perhaps the most profitable avenues of inter-

pretation, and to deny oneself "the consolation of many spirituall
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happinesses" that prophecy affords.
Donne goes on to demonstrate how an overindulgence in literal
reading signifies a corresponding overindulgence in the self. Even

"very many ... very learned" interpreters fell into this error on

occasion. For example, when some interpreters read of those who are

to live and reign with Christ for a thousand vears, they fixed upon a

literal interpretation--which Donne says resulted in an "evident

£alshood"--that "there should be to all the Saints of God, a state of
happinesse in this world, after Christs comming, for a thousand

yeares' (VI, 62-3). Further, Donne writes,

yet others have dreamed on, and enlarged their dreames
to an enjoying of all these worldly happinesses, which
they, being formerly persecuted, did formerly want in
this world, and then should have them for a thousand
yveares together in recompence. VI, 63)

The error of such interpreters is in trusting without discernment in

the letter of the text--and, too, of truscting in the value of worldly

happiness.

“

Donne's choice of the word "enjoyment" here recalls Augustine's
important distinction between the use and the enjoyment of Creation, a
distinction that Donne himself echoes throughout this sermon. Augustine
writes that "if we are not to be shackled by an inferior love," "we

- - - ||3 - .
should use this world, and not enjoy it. In a similar way, Donne
condemns the enjoyment of the wrong things, which here results in a
misreading of the text which infers that it promises worldly comforts. An

imagined construct--one which issues from the self and the desires of the self--

is never, for Donne, an appropriate or faithful interpretatrion of a text.

q (O
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Throughout this sermon, Donne addresses the matter of how to
remain faithful to the literal sense of a text while not becoming
bound by its "very Letter and Grammar." His exposition of Revelation
20:6 is a demonstration of the necessary balance between literal

e
and figurative senses, and of the dangers inherent in allowing an
/

e
unbalanced reading of a text to dominate an imterpretation. iie begins
-~
o
by acknowledging that "thus far then the text is literall, That this
oL

Resurrection in the text, is different from the generall Resurrection”
(VI, 63). That is, the word "first" in the text may be taken at face
value as‘indicating that there is at least one other and later
resurrection. Donne maintains too that this implies that the text
refers not to the fjhal physical resurrection at the las; dav, but to
some spiritual surrection that occurs in this life. He lists three
expositions of jthe phrase "first resurrection" that have been

note in the Church.” These are, first, .
resurrection from persecution; second,

the death of sinj and third, that it is

the resurrection of the soul in heaven in which it is "removed from the
disvance, and latitude, and possibility of tentations in this world"
(V1, 63-4). Donne expounds all three of these traditional readings,
/

. - . . . 4
and explains the doctrinal implications of each. Then, cucouraged by
"riie occasion of the day, which we celebrate now, being the Resurrection
of our Lord and Saviour Christ Jesus," he also proposes a '"fourth sense,

. 5

or rather use of the words" (VI, 64).

This fourth "use" that Donne proposes is that '"this first Résurrection
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should be the first fruits of the gdéad; The first-Rising, is the first
‘Riser, Christ Jesus,'" a referenck to Paul's metaphor of Christ as
the "first fruits of them that slept" (VI, 64; I Cor. 15:20, 23).
Early in the sermon, Donne had set f{orth guidelines for any figurative
or secondary interpretation--"that it destroy not the literall sense,
that it violate not the analogy of faith, that it advance devotion'--
and his own "fourth use" falls within these guidelines (VI, 63). He
adds, however, that he intends his suggestion 'not indeed as an
exposition of the words, but as a convenient exaltation of our devo-
rion' (VI, 64).

After introducing some of the problems connected with reading
and interpreting a figurative text, Donne goes on Lo expound Cche
various senses of the text, while continuing to draw attention to his
concern about the nature of interpretation. In the first section,
. which deais with the "first resurrection' as a resurrection from per-
secution, Dohne opens by commenting that the expositor who put forth
this interprétation did so "in part well towards the letter of the
piace" (VI, 65). Here he focusses attention upon the model of the
 letter of a text and its figurative meaning--which might be spoken of
as its spirit-—and then goes on to use this model throughout the sermon
in an ongoing analogy between interpreting a text and understanding
the world.6

One of the themes to which Donne applies this analogy, and té

which he returns repeatedly in this sermon, is tﬁﬁt of the dangers of

ignorance. Even persecution, he writes, was not the worst that could
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happen to the Church: .

your greater affliction was, as you were long before,
in an insensiblenesse, you thought your selves well
enough, and yet were under a worse persecution of
ignorance, and of superstition, when you ... did

not know your low estate, or that you needed a
Resurrection. (VI, 67)

Donne had explained earlier how assuming the suéficiency of the "very
Letter and Grammar' of a text leads to overly literal and often mis-
taken interpretations. Here he points out errors in the perception of
life and of evenrs in the world which are like those errors ia reading:
—_— .
thinking oneself "well enough' signals a refusal to see beyond the
letrter of present experieﬁce, and results in even greater "insensible-
nesse," ‘'which is a much more insidious threat than that of actual per-
secution from without.

The other kind of misreading that Donne has discussed in the
introduction to this sermon;uthat of being "transported” by "imaginary
intimations"of the text (VI, 62)--also has it; analogy in a faulty
interpretation of the world. He speaks of those who will not participate
in the first resurrcction because they have "worshipped the beast and
his image” (Rev. 20:4), having allowed themselves to be "transported
with vain imaginations of his power" (VI, 68). To think oneself "well
enough' and stubbornly refuse to see beyond the letter of the text is
to fall into one snare, that of submitting to pride and unjustified self-
satisfaction; to extrapolate from the letter and lose oneself in
imaginary and frivolous readings is to fall into another snare, -one

which also signals a submission to the desires of the self.
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That there is a necessary balance between letter and spirit,
between the extremes of literal and figurative interpretation, is a
theme that echoeg and re-echoes throughout the Rev;lation 20:6 sermon.
In his exposition of the second sense of "first resgrrection," Donne
again warns of the "insensiblenesse" whereby we fall "so low, as that
we think not, that we need, know not, that there is a résurrection" (V1,

69). In such a fall there is the same ignorance of context, of one's

own condition, that Donne pointed out earlier. e extends the point

in this second secrtion with a strongly Augustinian construction, writing

that

man was borne to love; he was made in the love of
God; but then man falls in love; when he growes in
love with the creature, he falls in love ... it is
a blessing to glorifie God, in the right use of his
creatures, but to grow in love with them, is a fall.

(VI, 69-70)
This echoes again Augustine's distinction between the use of creation

and its enjoyment. To fall in love with the creature, with the "very

Letter" of the text, instead of loving God and seeking out the "principall

intention of the Holy Ghost" in that text, is to fall away from the
possibility of faithful interpretation. Just as "it is not evidence

enough, to prove that thou art [spiriCUally] alive, to say, I saw thee

at a Sermon' but only 'that spirit, that knowes thy spirit, he that knowes

whether thou wert moved by a Sermon ... knows whether thou be alive or
no," so when one reads only according to the appearance, the letter of
the text, one may miss much of the truth of that text.

In the third section of the sermon, Donne's implicit analogy
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between reading a text and reading the world of experience and events
becomes even more pointed as he refers often to the role of words and
the choice of words in understanding the world. He remarks of the
third sense of "first resurrection”--that it refers to the soul's
resurrection to heaven after the 4é;th of the body--that, 'now, a
Resurrection of the soule, seemes an improper, an impertinent, an
improbable, an impossible forme of speeché (VI, 74). 1If the soul
cannot die, how can it be said to rise? Yet Donne insists that expos?—
tors of this seanse of the text have neither "mistaken nor miscalled
the matter,” and he goes to some length to explain that it is not
necessary to speak of a literal death in order to speak of a resur-
rection. Because--and Donne cites St. Cyril here--strictly speaking,
a resurrection is a "second Rising to that state, from which any thing
is formerly fallen," it is possible to sa? that "the returning of the
soule to him, from whom it pro;eeded at first, is a Resurrectian of
the sould™ (VI, 74-5).

Donne goes on to explain that there is a kind of death of the

soul in the present life, in that the soul is constrained by the needs

and desires and weaknesses of the body. For now, the soul

must act, but what this body will give it leave to
act, according to the Organs, which this body affords
it ... If the body oppresse it selfe with Melancholy,
the soule must be sad; and if other men oppresse the
body with injury, the soule must be sad too.
: (VI, 75)

The body, in this world the necessary image of the soul, is--like the

Vg
letter of a text--a potential snare. Donne writes, citing Augustine,
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that when the soul in her present state considers this world,

she rests upon such things as she is not sure are
true, but such as she sees, are ordinarily received
and accepted for truths: so that the end of her
knowledge is not Truth, but opinion, and the way,
not Inquisition, but ease.

4 d (VI, 76)

Like the interpreter who binds himself to an inappropriately literal

sense of a prophecy, in this life the soul too often wearies of '"the
trouble of seeking out the truth," and so "returnes to her owne darknesse,
because she is most familiar, and best acquainted with it" (VI, 76).
Seeking out the "principall intention.of the Holy Ghost” in a text or

in the woxld,.finding 2 balance between the right use and the inap-
propriate enjoyment Rf all creation, is so demanding that many are
content’ with the 1ett;r of the present order, and choose to "escape the
pgine of debating, and disputing" by "sleeping out" their lives in a
dream of ignorance and sin (VI, 76).‘

Donne moves on then from explaining the three conventional
expositions of his text into what he has called his proposed ”fourth use’
of its words. There are various resurrections--and even physical
resurrections—-mentioned in Scripture, Donne admits, but "Christ is
the first Resurrection; others were raised; but he only rose; they by a
forraine, and extriasique, he by his owne power™ (VI, 77). Christ's
spirit was not imprisoned or confined by his body as is ordinarily the
case with man. Christ raised himself, translating his body by the power
of his spirit, and as he is "the onely cause of his owne Resurrection,"

so too he is the "onely cause of our Resurrection" (VI, 78). Christ's

resurrection offers to all .men the possibilicy of resurrection from that

V7
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darkness with which they- are éoo familiar, %rom the letter of events
which binds them and from the vain imaginations that transport them.
Donne demonstrates this by réhearsing the threg“traditional expositions
of his text to show that "blessed and happy are we, if we referre all
our ;esﬁrrections to this first Resurrection Christ Jesus" (VI, 78).
The resurrection from all forms of death, writes Donne, is to "have thy
reco:rse to him, to Christ" (VI, 78-9): all levels of interpretation
of the text are concluded and included in Christ--and in him ali false
imaginings and‘self—serving constructions of it are done away.

In the last analysis, then, whether or not Donne's proposed use
of the text is valid depends not upon the worth of the words themselves
but upon the "first Riser" of whom they speak. By referring all the
levels of interpretation of this prophetic text to Christ, the one who
participates fully iﬁ both human history and the extra-historical order
that prophecy images, Domne adds a further valence to ﬂis_discussion of
the lettef that is "alwayes to be preserved.“- The "single interpretat;on"
which Donne proposes by his fourth use of this téxt functions as a
synthesis or r;solution of many interpretations, but it is not a re-
duction of the text. It allows the other expositions to stand, but
enriches and enliveéns them by seeking to include in itself all possibili-
ties which remain within the "analogy of faith." For Donne, this reading
comes as close to reflecting the "principall intention of the Holy Ghost"

as he can come, not because he considers the "very Grammar' of Revelation

20:6 to indicate that the words must refer to Christ, but because all of
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Scripture, for Donne, is concluded and resolved in incarnation--and
all of its language is best translated by that paradox. that encoﬁpasses,

and thus is able td rerder, all letters of all texts.

\

Preached at the Churching of the Countess of Bridgéwateri ﬁ62l or 1623 )
In the Revelation 20:6 sermon, Donne pfesents three interﬁretations
of his text, interpretations which he resolves in his proposed fourth
use, but which still offer three alternative expositions of the text’s

meaning. Donne's presentation of the three reflects his recognition

of these various readings, for he carefully outlines each one and then

f
-

explicates Revelation 20:6 according to its particular assumptions. It.
is possible, however, to consider thaf-a threefold interpretation need
not offer alternative interpretations, but instqhd may illustrate aJr/
progressive understanding of the text. Donne proceeds according toYsuch
; model in a pair of serﬁons on an 0ld Testament text érom the minor
prophet Micah, who told Israel to "arise and depart; for this is not
your rest" (Mic. 2:10; V, 184-215). In thesc sermons Donne discusses the
importance of distinguishing between "what is" and "what is net,'" and

he does so in part by ouclininé a threefold interpretation of Micah 2:10

that reflects the evolution in the understanding of "rest" as it

develops through the course of both Scriptural history and his own

exposition. i

-

Both of these sermons bear the title "Preached at the Churching of
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the Countess of Bridgewater,”land it is obvious that the two are parté
of a sinéle longer exposition of Micah 2:10. In their editorial intro- /’/
duction tg the volume in which this exposition appears, Potter and

Simpson remark that it Was probably divided by Donne himself, and the
first section--whose subject would have been "very unsuitable for the
churching of any lady''--is probably an expansion of one or two para-
graphs from the original version.8 For the purpeses of this discussion,
then, "these two sermons will be considered-as'forming two sections of

a single sermon. The first section comprises Donne's treatment of the

.

"principall and literall sense” of the words, their reference to Micah's

.

historical threat as spoken to the Jews of his -time (v, 185-97). The

second section treats second and third "acceptations" of the text--that

it addresses the Church, and as such is "an alarm, to raise us from

the sleep, and death of sin" (V, 198), and that it addresses all men,
“"with reference to the Consummation of all, to the rising at the generall
Judgement™ (V, 184). Donne's organization of his exposition clearly
follows a temporal sequence, as it moves from the Oid Testamert Jews
through the Church militant to the promise of the Church triumphant

at the last day. There is too a gyctrinal sequence hére which corresponds
to the historical one, in which Donne treats first the 0ld Testament
covenant of Law and then the New Testament covenant of grace, and finally

looks ahead to the general resurrection which will be the consummation

of all of Geod's covenants with man.

- -
e

In the first section of his treatment of the text, Donne speaks v

almost exclusively of the historical applicetibn of Micah's words. He .

,f"“\\\\ _ | .
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begins by explaining that his discussi&n of the historical sense of

the text will fall inte four parts. First, he identifies the words as

a rebuke that the Jews 'are fallen from their station ... implied in

the firsc word, Arise, for then they were fallen." Second, Donne
considers that the Jews are bid to arise "though they lik'd that state
into which they were fallen, which Qas a security, and stubbornnesse

in their sins." Third, he points out that "they are not rais'd to

their former state and dignity, from which they were fallen, they are

not rais'd to be established, but it is arise, and depart." Finally,
Donne conclhées that by Micah's words "God precludes them from any hope,"
for "there is no intimation, no hepe given, that they should have rest
any where else, for as they were to rise, onely to depart, so they were ro
depart into Captivicy" (V, 185-6}.

A peculiar negative logic operates in each of these four sections
of Donne's expdsition, as he emphasizes that his text makes its poiats
only by implication..- For exqmple, when Micah tells Israel to arise, he
is at the same time implying that they had fallen, and that they must
récover from this fallenness. Similarly, the implication of the word
"depart'" in the text is that the Jews were not to stay even in the place
they had assumed to be theirs. Moreoever, implicit in Israel's being
told that now even the promised land itself was not their "rest,'" is
God's anger with the Jews. Thus, in his treatment of the historical
reference of Micah 2:10, Donne repeatedly approaches the meaning of

»
what is said by the text through an explication of what is not said but
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implied, and through an elaboration of the text's own direct statement

of "what is not."

Donne continues this negative logic when he speaks of the prophet

who uttered these words. He explains that

this Prophet was no upstart, no sodain, no trans-
itory Mdn, to passe through the streets with a Uae,
Lae, Wo, wo unko tirfs City, and no more ... He was
no suspitious Man out of his singularity ... He was
no particular man ... so, as that he addressed his
prophecies upon Judah onely.

(v, 191)
Donne goes on to say that this text is "not a prophecy limited to
Idolatry, and the sins against the first Table," nor is it "a timorougg
prophecy, directed onely to persons, whom a low fortune ... had
depress'd and dejected” (V, 192). Donne establishgs the integrity of «
Micah and his words, then, by explaining what they are not. Whaiever his
unwilling hearers may prefer to think, Micah cannot be dismissed as "an
upstart, a singular person’ whose '"threatnings are rather Satvricall, then

Propheticall, or Theologicall™ (V, 192). Yet, as Donne points out here

and throughout the sermon, people toe often prefer what is not te what
is. They look at a prophet and prefer to sec a madman, of they look--as
Israel did--at Canaan and choose to see it as their rest. But for Israel
to dismiss-the prophet's words and choose instead én illusory rest is-for
them to embrace "Imaginary comforts, which they had framed, and proposed to
themselves" when they allowed themselves to become "content with this
world" (v, 191).

-

As in the examples above, Donne expounds his text in part by speaking

of the things the text says only by implication. He also uses a second

e
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method of exposition, however, in which he speaks of the things that
the text says are not so. He glosses the word "this" from the state-

1

ment "this is not your rest," explaining how the people of Israel had

assumed that the promised lana was their rest. They were "confident

in éheir term, their state in that Land, that it should be perpetuall”
(V, 194), and so began to flatter themselves, and ''say to themselves,
Why, "tis no great matter; we may doe well enough for all that, though
our Religion be chang'd" (V, 193). What they imagined to be was not so,
for they chose to ignore another part of '"what is," that "God had

sworne to thgm an inheritance permanently there, but upon condition of
their obedience”" (V, 196). Thus, Twhen they so rebelliously broke all

conditions,"

God was justified in départing from his obligations under
his covenant with them. -A principle of literal justice, eye for eye
and tooth for tooth, operates here: because Israel failed to live up
to her oath, God could revoke his. '
In his discussions of the mecaning of the 0ld Testament concepts
of covenant and the promised land, Doane is explaining Israel's history.

ALt the same time, however, he reminds his hearers that this is a

prophetic text, and as such not only speaks of the temporal events of

Istael's past life but also points ahead to another series of events and
even to another kind of time. Donne reflects this double awareness of
the mode of his text in his conclusion to the first section of this
sermon, in which he refers to a New Testament text that echoes the ''very
Letter" of Micah's prophecy, but which also signifies a very different

"departiﬁg":
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here was a Nunc dimittis, but not in pace; The
Lord lets them depart, and makes them depart,

but not in peace, for their eyes saw no salva-
tion; they were sent away to a heavy captivity.

(v, 197)

Donne makes it clear that if they are seen in a purely historical
context, Micah's words to Israel are a dead end. When the prophet
states that Canaan is not Israel's rest, he offers nothing else as
rest instead, and so Israel must depart oﬁly into the Babylonian
captivity. But understood in their context as prophecy, Micah's words
do signify sometning more. Donpe's exposition of this moment in
Israel'slhistory, the breaéh of her covenant with God and the frustration

of his mercy, points ahead to a better covenant of which Micah speaks.
by implication, and which Simeon sees in the infant Christ when he
proclaims,l"Lord now lettegt thou thy servant depart in peace, according
to thy word: Fof mine eyes have seen thy salvation" (Luke 2:29-30; cf.
v, 197). 1f, as Micah says, this is not to be the rest for God's )
people, then something else must be; if the conditions of the old

covenant cogld‘not be fulfilled, then there fmust by God's mercy be 2

new covenant whose conditions can be met.

r

The assumption upon which Donne bases the second section of his
sermon is the assumption of the Jew Testament covenant of grace, under

which man's repentance will always bring God's forgiveness, as he has

te

sworn that, s I live I would not the death'of a sinner" (v, 197). Donne

adds, too, that under this new covenan “he doe not onely make a new
contract with us, but give us withalllan ability, to performe the condi-

- {
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tions, which he requires" (V, 197). In the second seééion of the
sermon, Donne moves beyond "the principall and literall sense' of the
rext to discuss specifically its prophetic implications. He applies
the same negative logic here as he did in the first section,';xplaining
of the text's word "Arise'" that "when we are bid arise, we are céld, that
we are faln," and "secondly, we are bid to doe something, and therefore
we are able to dee something" (V, 198lj Third, the text bids, '"then
not to be idle, when we are upg” but to depart”; and, finally, man is
to depart because "Rest, (your Rest) is not here; not in that, which is
spoken of here' (V, 199). The points of Donne's discussion here are
analogous to the four points of his exposition of the text's historical
reference.

There .is a significant difference in this second part of the
sermon, however; for although Donne still uses logic_that works by
implication, here he more expressly directs his hearer forward from
what is not to what is. He writes, for example, that "since God sends
us away, because our Rest is not here, he deoes tacitly direct us thereby,
where there is Rest™ (V, 199). Donne also modifies the second of the
four poizzgr:zpat God's people were to arise from their wilful neglect of
the covenant. In his adaptation of this point to the New Testament
context, Donne speaks of man's inability to fulfil a covenant with God,
but stresses God's mercy upon m&n's fallenness as he reminds h;s hearers
that when God "bids thee rise, he enables thee to rise” (v, 204).

The tone of Donne's application of this negative reasoning is also
p 8 :
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such as "this is not your rest' beceme in Donne's historical discussion
condemnations, whereas here they are expressions of mercy. Even their
form itself bespeaks mercy: Donne discards both mild bitterness and

condemnation as ways of reproaching a congregation and then explains that

God hath provided a2 way here, to convey, to imprint
this increpation, this rebuke, sweetly, and succes-
fully; that is, by way of counsaile: by bidding them
arise, he chides them for falling, by presenting the
exaltation and exultation of a peacefull conscience,
he brings them to a foresight, to what miserable dis-
tractions, and distortions of the soule, a habite of
sinne will bring them to. (v, 201)

He continues, "it is Cods way, and we are willing to pursue it; to shew

vou that you are Enemies to Christ, we pray you in Christs stead, that

vou would be reconciled to him; to shew you, that you are faln, ‘'we pray

you to arise" (V, 201). Discussing "wnat is not,” then, can also be a

way of discussing "what is." In their purely historical context, as they

spoke to Micah's Israel, these words could say only "this is not your
rest"; however, as Donne demonstrates by his exposition, in the light of
the new covenant and its promise of grace, these words speak strongly
too of the hope that somewhere else there is the possibilty of rest.9
However, even ;f interpreters ''give these words theiy spirituall

sense” (V, 209), Donne insists, this is not yet "rest." n an elaborate

negative structure he explains that rest

is not here at all: aot in that Here, which is
intimated in this Text; not in the falling, that is
Here; for sinna is a stupidity, it is not a rest; *
not in the rising that is Here, for this remorse,

this repentance, is but as a surveying of a convenient
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ground ... to erect a building upon; not in the
departing that is here, for in that, is intimated
a building of new habits, upon the ground so pre-
pared, and so a continuall, and laborious travaile,

no rest.
v, 209)
There can be a certain ease of conscience found in remorse and repentance

‘in this life, Donne explains,

yet, as when we journey by Coach, we have an ease
in the way, but yet our rest is at home, so in the
ways of a regenerate Man, there is an unexpressible
ease, and consolation here, but yet even this is-

not vour rest. (V, 209)

N

In the final movement of the sermon, Donne comes to discuss the
consolation that is a departing, not without rest (as the Jews had to
depart) and not merely into "the way towards Rest" (which is the departing

of sinners); this third departing is, rather, "into Rest it selfe’ (V,

t

209), and represents the final resurrection to glory. But in order "to

present this eternall Rest," Donne says, '"we must a little invert the

words, to the departing out of this world, by death, and so to arise to
Judgement Degart,sand arise™ (v, 210). Tﬁis is not only an inversion
3

of the words; as Donne points out, it is alsoﬁan inversion of ordinary
N _
expectations, for "it is a consolation, and yethit is a funerall" (v, 209).

11

Lo I .
for it is not so final as many have
!

’

imagined. -

Death itself is not "your rest,
The central question still remains, however: what is "rest?"
Donne's hearers know by now that it is neither 0ld Testament covenant

nor the promised land, neither the world and its goods nor repentance
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and renunciation of them. "All the Rest of this life," Donne tells them,

playing on the double sense of "rest,” "even the spirituall Rest, is rather

s

a Truce, then a peace, rather a.Cessation, then an end of the war" (¥,
213). They know the paradox that "a Man may be at a security in an
opinion of Resc,iﬁnd be far froﬁ it; A man may be neerer Rest in a
troubled Conscience, then in a secure' (V, 214). In the state of rest,
Donne tells his hearers, "we shall no more need this voice, Arise, and
depart, because -we shall be no more in danger of falling, no more in
danger of departing from phe presence, and contemplation; and service,
and fruition of de” (v, 198). TFinally, he says, "to end all, though

there be no Rest in all this world, no not in our sanctification here,

yet this being a Consolation, there must be rest some where" (V, 213).

—

In other words, Donne simply does not attempt to describe rest or

=

heaven except by implication, using negative constructions. "Eternal
rest” is essentially unknowable’and untranslatable--and yet it is, and so
must somechow be spoken. If the language of what is not is able to

convey its opposite, that which is, then it is d'language worth using
(cf. V, 201). But while this language speaks of what is not.in order to
exéress what is, it is not like the language of vain imagination, which
as Donne has deﬁonstrafed puts forward fabrications and pretends that
they are the truth. For Donne, because such imaginings are circumscribed
by the self, they will never reflect what is, but will always see only

what they would like to be true.

As there is a difference between what truly is and what man would



234

like to be, so too Donne makes an important distinction between ®hat
is not now and what is not yet. "Let us attend that Rest," he writes,
"as patiently as we doe the things of this world, and not doubt of it
therefore, because we see it not yet" (V, 215). While vain imagination
focusses upon what is not, flattering itself into the belief that it
is, faith and faithful obedience recognize that what is not, is not,
and focus instead upon what they know to be true, though it may be
10 . . .
net yet apparent. To interpret Micah 2:10 only as history assumes
that it speaks merely of what is in the present, and thus draws from
it only evidence of the failures and the lack of rest that the present
world embodies. Even in its present experience of grace and new
covenant, the Churchjézgas itself only "on the way towards Rest" (V,
¢ _
209), still weight&d‘with the knowledge that that which surrounds it
Nl )
is not, and never can be, its rest. It is only as this text is seen
in its context as prophecy--that mode of speech which is concerned
always with what is not yet--that it can be understood fully.
As a way of imaging the difference between what is not and what is
not vet, and thus drawing out for his hearers the consolation of

prophetic speech, Donne refers to the 0ld Testament story of Lot's

wife. Citing Augustine, he writes

here we are still subject to relapses, and to looking
back; Memento uxoris Lot, Ipsa in loco manet, transeuntes
monet, Shee is fixed to a place, that she might settle
those, that are not fix'd; Ut quid in statuam salis
conversa, si non homines, ut sapiant, condiat? to teach
us the danger of looking back, till we be fix'd, she

) .
is fix d: v, 214)




235

To look back at the city that is being destroyed, to cling to
imagined securities and former assumptions about what is, is to delude
oneself and to prevent oneself frém moving forward, departing from
the "principall and literall interpretation” which issues only in
captiﬁity. To look forward, to be fixed upon the prophetic promise
of what is not yet but assuredly will be, is indeed to "arise and
depart" as Micah urged.

In his own speech here, Donne echoes the prophetic mode, aésuring
his hearers that "not Nature, not Sea, nor Land, is our surety, but our

surety is one, who is already crown'd, with that Resurrection" (V,

2135). Prophecy and prophetic speech do not adhere to conventional noticns

of chronology. Even as it speaks of the end times, prophecy struggles

to image also what already is, nere, Christ, the one who is "already

11

crown'd." In this struggle, the limitation that prophetic speech

encounters is the limitation of all human language, its own "very

—~——

Grammar" which dictates that it speak merely in sequence and conventional

syntax, of something that was or of something tiat is not or will be--

and not of something that participates simultaneously in all three

tenses. .

3. Vision, Revelation and Prophetic Speech (Revelation 7:9,
-+~ v -
Preached to the Earl of Exeter, and his Company, in his Chapel

at Saint John's, June 13 1624)

4

In a sermon of June 13, 1624, Donne preached on a text which de-

scribes an event that 1s not yet, part of a vision that appeared to
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St. John on Patmos (VI, 150-67). The text is Revelation 7:9:

After this I beheld, and, lo, a great multitude,
which no man could number, of all nations, and |
kindreds, and people, and tongues, stood before the
throne, and before the Lamb, clothed with white-
robes, and palms in their hands.

(VI, 150} ‘

Donne opens--as he often does when expounding a prophetic text--with

a discussion of some principles of interpretation. Here, as in the
Revelation 20:6 sermon, he warns of the danger of overcuriosity, and
states that in his exposition, "we take the plainest way ... that in
which, the best meet, and concur" (VI,.ISO). This standard iptegpreta-
tion, continues Donne, is that "this part of the book of the Revelation,
is literally, and primarily, the glorious victory of them, who, in the
later end of the world, having stood out the persecutions of the
Aantichrist, enter into the triumph of heaven" (VI, 151). Donne adds,
however, that it would not be "overcurious" to recognize that the text

also
extends it self to all, bv way of fair accommodation,
who after a battel with their own Antichrists, and
victory over their owne enemies, are also made par-
takers of thosetriumphs, those joyes, those glories.

(VI, 151)

Donne's explanation of how he moves from the primary sense of this

text to a second level of interpretation incorporates the metaphor of

and extension--~ together with its related ideas of expansion,

Yextension,"

growth, increase and multiplication--is central to the metaphoric con-
ception of the entire sermon. The sermon's text speaks of "a great

multitude, which no man could number,"and Donne accordingly focusses
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in his exposigfon upen question§ of quantitf and measure. But while
throughout the sermon -he uses the language of numbers, figures,

y .
multiplication and quantity, he returns again and again to his text
which speaks of something that cannot be numbered. .

Even in his preliminary explanation of the outline for.this exposi-

tion Donne makes the point that to measure the contents of this text—-
even by the convenient and accepted practice of making divisions in its

exposition—-—is a kind of folly:

we are then upon the contemplation of the joyes of
heaven, which are everlading, and must we wring

them into the discourse of an houre? -of the glory of
heaven which is intire, and must we divide it into

parts? ) (VI, 151)

What an interpretation bt Revelation 7:9 should discuss, and what Donne
himself wants to address in this sermon, are essentially qualitative
and not quantitative questions. For the sake of organizing.a coherent
exposition, he gives in to the necessary coﬁvention of measures and
divisions. Even as he establishes the divisions of his expositionm,
however, Donne reflects his unease about "weighing and measuring” a

text, particularly one which speaks directly of something that "mo man

"12

could number. - He discusses Revelation 7:9 in two parts, "first,

the number, the great number of those that shall be saved; And then, the
»

glorious qualities, which shall be imprinted on them, who are saved"

(VI, 151). First he interprets the text in terms of quantity; then

he moves on to discuss the qualitative truth that the text images.

In the first part of his treatment of the quantity of the ''great
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. o~
multitudes," Donne describes '"the sociablenesse, the communicablenesse of

God,~ God is not and never has been alone, says Donne; even .

very good grammarians amongst the Hebrews, have thought,
and said, that that name, by which God notifies himself
to the world, in the very beginning of Genesis, which is
rlohim, as it is a plurall word there, so it hath no
singular: they say we cannot name God, but plurally.

(VI, 152)

7 .

To say that God is named only “plurally,” however, is very differengy
from saying that there is a "pluralty of Gods" (VI, 153), and in making
this distinction Donne demonstrates how the conventional language of

quantity and plurality breaks dowei He writes that
- ) -

the Romans mis-took infinitel&, in making 300
. Iupiters; Varro mis-took infinitely, in ma&ipg
:- Deos terrestres, and Deos caelestes, sub-lunary
and super—lunary, heavenly, and eartinly Gods.

(¥1, 153)

The error that is made in naming "300  Iupiters"” is not a three hundredfold
error, it J4s an infinite error: its mistaking of truth cannqtjge'measured.
Because God cannot be divided and co&ncad, as the pagans tried to do, Donne
‘writes, one must speak of God's "plurality" by speéking also of his
'singqlarity: "Gpd was from ;ll eterniry collected into one God, vet
from all étern;ty he deriﬁed himselfe into three persons”" (VI, 153).

- .
anne uses this statement of the gentral doctrine of the Trinity and of

. ‘
the mystery which surrgﬁﬁds the Christian triune God to illustrate how

categories and definitions of quantity and plurality are confounded by

‘paradoxical truth. , : ?

After discussing the Trinity, Donne_then-expands his point that "God - .
P4 S

™\



was so. far from being algne" by describing thé creation itself as a
paradigm of God's extension of himself. He writes that when God had,
made the earth and the sky, he had proclaimed it "good," but "when he

had made All, peopled the whole world, broﬁght all creatures together,

-

then he was very glad ... then the good was extended into vefg g200 M

(VI, 154). Because even the "visible and discernible world," the very
infinity of the sﬁars, was not enough for God, says Domne, he created
the angels too, so many that "ari;hmecique lacks numbeés to exp%esse
them, proportion lacks Dimension; to figure them" (VI, 154). And, then,
finally, God "enldrged his love, in making man" (VI, 154).

At this point, Donne reverses his strategy of approaching creation
in terms of multiplication and expansion, and demonstrates how even
such plurality as is eviﬁent in creation may'be co&tractéd into oneness.
Man, "as God made him, is unique qiéhin creation, for God conceived man

-4 -
to be a creature in which God "might enjoy all natures at once, and have

the nature of Angels, and the natute of earthly Creatures, in one Person”

(VI,‘ISa). And Donne emphas%fes further that Ged mgde this singular
creature out of his own oneness, for "God, in his whole coﬁnsail, in his
whole Colledge, in his whole socifty, in the whole Trinity, m?kes man,
in whom the whole nature of all the world shou%g;meec" (VI, 154).

-Even more significanf than thié unifying éré;tive act, however, is

the contraction of plurality which occurs in the Incarnation. Donne

.describes the Incarnation using the language of weights and measures,

writing that God
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made Christ, God and Man, in one persom, Creature

and Creatdr together; One greater then the Seraphim,
and yet lesse then a worme; Soveraigne to all nature,
and yet subject to naturall infirmities; Lord of life,
life it selfe, and yet prisoner to Death; Before, and
beyond all measures of Time, and yet Born at so many
moneths, Circumcised at so many days, Crucified at

so many vears; Rose againe at so many Houres,

5. (VI, 155)&,_\

Although Christ, God incarnate, is "beyond all measures of time,” man ‘

still must apply those measures to him, for he sees only in temporal

sequence whe and where Christ was at a certai&thur and day and year.

Man can speak of plurality, of a Creator and a creature, or of a

Creator or a creature, but of that mysterious.singularity, the twé
together iﬁ one pgrson,?he cannot adequately speak.

From this expressi f singularity and contraction, Donne moves on
to expand again into a discussion of multiplicity. At Pentecost, the

birth of the Church, . .

_the holy Ghost came so as that they were enabled,
. by the gift of tonpues, to convay, and propagate,
ng and derive God, (as they did) to every nation

under heaven. . (VI, 155) _ //ﬂ

So much .does God delight in man,” Donne explains, that he '"cals, Znd

- \
wooes, and drawes by thousands, and by whole Congregations” (VI¥ 153).

Donne continues to move back and forth between plural and si

from multiplication and expansion to division and contraction, as he

‘

speaks of the preaching that is to draw these thousands. In the example

he uses to illustrate how "contrarv to flesh and blood" is the Christian

religion, Donne employs a syntax and a series of concepté"which themselves

‘
“

both multiply and contract: _ ‘
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that this body should- be eaten by fishes in the
.-sea, and then those fishes eaten by other men, or -
that one man should be eaten by another man, and so
become both one man, and then that for all this
assimilation, and union, there should arise two
men, at the resurrection ... this resurrection is
an incredible thing.

(VI, 156)
The?e is something more absurd in flesh and blood's greoccupation_with

literal-minded distinction than there is in the '"foolishness of

preaching” against which human reason rebels. Resurrection may be an

"incredible thing," but it is not egsentially absurd: what is absurd

is to take sagething which is truly incredible, like the resurrection,

and attempt to evaluate it in terms of the size and form of the bodies

-

involved.

Absurd teachings will always. propagate, however, and Donae reminds

his hearers that in the early church, "pestilent Heritiques, grew to a

t

great number" but ""scarce any two or three amongst them, were of one

opinion" (VI, 156). Here again Donne extends the structure of his ideas
into the structure of his syntax, spezking in a way which reflects the

multiplicity he is describing.

-

Iranaeus, about one hundred and eighty yeers after
Christ, may reckon about twenty qsfesies; Tertullian
twenty or thirty yeares after him,% perchance twenty
seven; and Epiphanius, some a hundred and fifty
after him, sixty; and f£ifcy veare after that, St.

Augustine som?_gigggi- (V1, 157)

Yet despite this apparently uncontrolled multiplication of false teaching,

only a few years after Augustine, "there was nc man alive, that held

.

any of these heresies" (VI, 137).

There is a-kind of multiplication which counters that of heresy, a

-
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‘paradoxical growth which answers to laws other than those of arithmetic.

-—
It works inversely, contrary to all calgulable speculation. According

to this principle of multi "one man should be v

, for example, if
1l that saw him executed, and

/

imself, should thereupon Becom

executed, because/he was a Christian ...

P

the Executioner istrans" (VI,.157).

Dggne is not here setting up an equation, even an inverse one, whereby

orne death can 'issud\in so ﬁahy lives; inSCea@, he is arguing for Ged's
faithfulness, for the gquality of God's love for his people. And

_although that cannot be measu;ed, yet Donne concludes, "this is argument
abundantly enough, thét God had a love to man, and a desire to dfaw man te
his society, and in great numbers gp bring them té salvation" (VI, 157).
In this abh;dant argumeng, Dénne uses quantities as evidence, as a

way of oeguing for a certain qualitv. ng's faithfulness to-his peB;Ee
'is extensive, as Donne has shown; it is also-paradoxical ig the way it
answérs to the rules of multiplicatién add'pluralit&, for its very .
extensiveness cannot be brédicted or formulaéed by any equation.

. .

In the second part of.his discussibg,of quantity, Donne continues
‘to show how plurality as we conceive it ié adapted by God into his logic,
ahd\ collapsed into a singularity which speaks more of quality than of
numbdrs. In this section he discusses the verses preceding‘Revelation
7:9, in which St. John "hdd seene the servants of God seéled” (VI, 158).
The sealing of the faithful in St. John's vision seems to bé limited to

"a great number, one hundred fortv four thousand" (VI, 152), twelve

thousand from each of the twelve tribes of Israel. Yet the '"great
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multitude" of verse nine, "they who were made partakers of all this

after, were innumerable" (VL, 152). So, Donne explains, God's enumera-

tion of the faithful must not be a literal numbering, ARd thus "we

may justly take this number of twelve and twelve thousand, for an

* indefinite, and uncertaia number" (VI, 161). "If we should take the

number to be a certaine and exact number, so pany , and no more,’
A

Donne continues, "this number hath relation to the Jews onely" (VI,

161) . However, the Church maintgins that "by Gods grace,. there may be

an infinite number of soul : more .then those, of whose salvation,

we discerne the ways, and the anes” (VI, 16l1). Because God's mercy

cannot be "confined" or determined by exact numbers, Donne concludes,

‘ca
"truly, even those places, which are ordinarily understood of the

paucity of the Jews, that shall be saved, will receive a charitable

13

interprezatjon, and extension" (VI, 162).
At the end of this long.section on the quantity of the multitudes
who will stand "before the throne and before the lambe," Donne includes

a brief discussion of Christ's warning that "the wav to heaven is natrow,

-and the sate straight" (VI, 1525 Matt. 7:14). vDonne had opened this

sermen by warning of the dangers of '"that broad, and boundlesse way" of
interpretation, which leads to "thos various, and manifold senses, which
Expositorﬁﬁifzsfmultiplyed, in the handling of té}s,place" (VI, 150).
Yet he récommends too a "charitable interpretation and extension' of
Scrlpt:ural tew@ (VI, 162), and speaks with the Psalmlst of God's word
as a gate, and his "Commandement" as "exceeding broad" (VI, 164; Ps.

119:96). St. John's vision of the new.Jerusalem, too, promises that
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there are "twelve gates, three to every corner of the world; so that

no place can be a stranger, or lacke acc;sse to ic" (VI; 163). 1If,
then, as Donne éays, "every wound of [bhrist'él admits the whole world,"
in what sense is Christ spoken of as a "narrow gate?"

Donne's answer to this question functions as a transition between

his discussion of numbers and quantities and his concluding section on

the quality of eternity. He writes, citing Augustine, that

Christ is not a narrow gate, so as that the greatest
man may not-come in, but called narrow, because he fits
himselfe to the least child, to the simplest soule,
that will come-in: not so strait, as that all may

net enter, but so strait as that there can come in

but one at once. (VI, 164)

The distinction Donne is making here is parallel to one he makes in

/,
his I Corinthians 13:12 sermon.lq There he explains that though in

‘heaven men will know as God knows (sicut), they will not know as much as

(quantum) God knows (VIII, 235). In the Revelation 7:9 sermbn, Donne

makes a similar distinction as he resolves a series of contradictions

based on quantitative categories in terms of quality. The "narrow

-

gate" is not narrow by virtue of how many people it will admit; it is
narrow rather so that it may discern, qualitatively, how true and how

faithful are those who seek entrance by it. As Donne explains,

in a word, it is not strait to a mans selfe, but

if a man will carry his sinfull company, his sinfull
affections with him, and his sinfull possessions, it
is strait, for then he hath made himselfe a Camel, ~

and to a Camel Heaven gate is as a needles eve. .
(VI, 164)

The visual effect of this image is based upon quantity, that because of
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its many burdens the camel is literally to large to fit through the gate.
But in fact the figure images a-truth about quality: as Donne makes
clear, it is not that the burdens are toorbulky, it is rather that they
consist of "sinfull company," "sinfull affections" and "sinfull‘pos—-
sessions." Quantity here, then, becomes a metaphoric stgucture by
means oé which a truth about quality may be expressed.

" That quantity may éunction as a metaphor for quality is in fact
the underlying strategy of the whole sermon. Of the final section of
the sermon, in which he had proposed to discuss "the glorious qualities,
which shall be imprinted on them, who are saved" (vi, 151), Donne now

says that it "must not be a Part, admit it for_a Conclusion" (VI, 165).

\l

Afrer moving through the metaphor of quantity, he\siiff\himself having to
speak directly of the quality of glory, of which he says, "it is beyond
our Conclusion, for it is our everlasting endowment in heaven: and if

I hac¢ kept minutes enough for it, who should have given me'géggg for ie?"
(Vi, 165). That is, no quantity of time could have measured to him

the words to express something that is infinite.ls

Donne's solution to this dilemma of having to conclude what is

"veyond our Conclusion' is. to paraphrase the words of his text. In

doing so, he employs the same structures of negative implication that
he used in his exposition of Mical 2:10. For example, he paraphrases

the Revelation 7:9 phrase "you shall stand" by writing,

here you stand, but you stand upon Ice, perchance in
high and therefore in slippery places ... But when you
stand before the Throne, you stand ... before the Lamb:
who having not opened his mouth, to save his owre fleece,
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when he was in the shearers hand, nor- to save his

own life,.when he was in the slaughterers hand, will

much lesse open his mouth to any repentant sinners

condemnation. - ’
(Vi, 165-6)

He paraphrases further, "you shall stand dmicti"scolis, (for so it

~fedilows) covered with Robes, that is, covered all over: nb; with Adams

.

fragmentary raggs of fig-leafes, nor with the halfe-garments of Davids

servants” (VI, 166). Donne speaks here, as he did in the Micah sermon,

of what is not in order that he may better describe something of what is.
Donne continues with this strategy in the closing paragraphs of

the sermon, in which he returns briefly to the language of quantity and

demonstrates how, while it is not itself truth, it can function as an

image of what is true. He speaks of Israel which, after years of wandering

in the wilderness, "after the waters of bitternesse ... came to seventy

(to innumerable) palmes,” and compares to this the Church, in which

after these bitter waters, which God shall wipe from
all our eies, we come, to the seventy, to the seventy
thousand palms; infinite seales, infinite testimonies,
infinite extensions, infinite durations of infinite

glory. (VI, l66-7)

For Donne, quantities, exact numbers, weights and measures, are
best understood as metaphors: the levels of meaning in metaphoric
speech multiply--like the seventy into seventy thousand into infinice
numbers of palms—-—and yield a better conceprion of the truth that cannot

be quantified. Donne cleoses the sermon by bidding his hearers to

chide me for so lame an expressing of so perfect a
state, and when the abundant spirit of God hath given
you some measure, of conceiving that glory here,
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Almighty God give you, and me,. and all, a reall
expressing of it, by making us actuall possessors

of that’Kingdome, which his Sonne, our Saviour Christ
Jesus hath purchased for us, with the inestimable
price of his incorruptible blood. -t

(VI, 167)

The only measure that is accurate is the one that God supplies; the
only standard of accuracy that pertains is the one, highly imprecise
in the context of ordinary figuring, that is reflected in the abundance

<%
of the inestimable grace of God. ‘

Prophetic texts are inherently,obséure, and because they resist
conventional modes of interpretation, they lead many interpreters
to despair of ever rendering thenm clearly. The form of Donne's interpreta-
tion, however, circumvents such despair, for it 'seeks to acknowledge and
affirm the essential obscurity of prophetic words, not as an obstacie to
querstanding, but as a source of consolation for the interpreter, a
freedom from the burden of having to uncover a definitive sense for the
text in order to perceive truth. "We sece throﬁgh a glass darkly" is
thus for Donnre an encouragement, especially as it is coupled with the
promise of a day in which we will see "face to face," and in which no
text will be obscure. Though the 'very Letter and Grammar" of a prophecy
may speak only of condemnation, Donne demonstrates that it is pos le
to see beyond "such a literall sen;e" and so0 gain '"'the comnsolation o
many spirituall happinesses' (VI, 62). It is only when the interpreteg

recognizes that he can never make that text transparent and despairs
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even of his own language that he can begin to understand the full sense
of the text, and thus allow himself and his hearers its true comfort.

In his sermon on Revelation 20:6, "Blessed is he that hath part in

the first resurrection," Donne writes that in that resurrection, the

soul .
reads without spelling, and knowes without thinking,

and concludes without arguing; she is at the end of

her race, without running; In her triumph, without

fighting; In her Haven, without sayling ... She knowes

truly, and easily, and immediately, and entirely, and

everlastingly. y

&~y (VI, 76)

Spelling and thinking and arguing are but ways to an end. Prophetic
texts are made up of letters and words, and give rise co‘thought and
argument--but they also seek to reflect the end to which those ways are
directed, and in which the need for them will be done away. Prophecy .
comments upon the meaning of history, whose measure of time is after
"all only a measure; it glosses temporal events in terms of another order
and seeks to express a truth that is everlasting, beyond all measure.

After his eloquent discourse on the measureless time in which all

will "read without spelling," however, in the final section of the

-
~

Revelation 20:6 sermon Donne begins once again to speak of higcory and
its events. It is the historic life, death and resurrection of Christ
that for Donne substantiate the promises of prophecy. The greatest
consolation is not in the secure knowledge of past events and evidences,
nor in weights Egdfmquures, nor‘qyen in ecstatic visions of heaven,
however eloquen;ly rendered. -The truest coﬁsolation is in the meeting of

history with prophecy, letter wich‘spirit, of knowledge and interpretation

Y
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with love and charity, the meeting and fusion of man with God in

Christ. The Incarnation alone 6ffers a clear image of the truth that
man will someday become fully the image of God that he .now only imaginesy

and will "know without thinking" that language he aow only translates.
. :
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Notes

For a discussion of the traditional notion of the world as

text, see Ernst R. Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages,

trans. Willard R. Trask {London: Routledge & Kegan Paul,01953) 302-47.

Winfried Schleiner, in The Imagery of John Donne's Sermons {(Providence:

Brown University%Press, 1970), examiﬁe; the-imagery of the book of

the world as it appea;é in Donne's sermons (94-103).

2 See Kdrlfried Froehlich, “;Always to Keep the Literal Sense in
Holy Scripture Means to Kill One's Soul': The State of Biblical

Hermeneutics at the Beginning of the Fifteenth Century," Literary Uses

of Tvpology from the Late Middle Ages to the Present, ed. Earl Miner

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977) 20-48. Froehlich outlines
the evolution of a double sease of "literal' in fifteenth-century
exegetical practice. The "literal sense" could be either negative— -

as when it became absurdly literalistic, tied to the human letter of the
text--or positive, as when it was seen to reflect a primary, God-intended
sense of the text. Thiswsgcond kind of literal, thén,—admitted also

figurative readings, as does Donne's definition of "literal."

Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. D.W. Robertson, Jr. —_

(1958; Indianapolis: Liberal Arts Press, 1978) I, iii-iv; Robertson 9-10.
Augustine writes, "if we who eajoy and use things, being placed in the

midst of things of both kinds, wish to enjoy those things which should
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v
be used, our course will be impeded and sometimes deflected, so that
we are retarded in obtaining those things which are to be enjoyed, or

~

even prevented altogether, shackled by an inferior love."

Frank Kermode remarks of allegory that it is '"rhe patristic way

of dealing with inexhaustible hermeneutic potential” (The Genesis of

Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative [Cambridge, Mass., London:

Harvard University Press, 1979] } 44. Donne's exposition of this
prophetic text, which acknowledges multiple levels of*meaning, may

also be seen as a way of exploiting the "hermeneutic potential' of

an essentially obscure text.

Donne's application of the word "use" here should be compared

-

with Augustine's specific sense of 'use'--see n. 3, above.

In Contrarv Music: The Prose Stvle of John Donne (Madisoﬁ:-
University of Wisconsin fress, 1963),‘qpan Webber discusses the import-
ance to Donne of the Word (the Loges) in the'world; and of the metaphors
of book and grammar as used to ;peak of the physical wofld..'She writes
that "Donne is unusual in so stressing that most familiar commonplace,
the Beook of the Creatures, as continually to impl§ that man is a word
speaking words, a book within a bo;k" (125). Webber interprets this,
Donne's "literary wiew of the world," as being expressive of his desire
to see the world in terms of art, or even to‘see art as the world:
"because he assumes that words and gpmbinations of words have a validity

nearly equal to that of things, he cag:make any word or construction or

&
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grammatical term into a symbol as meaningful as anything in the -
physical world" (128). Winfried Schieiner, however, disagrees, and’
argues that Webyer 'goes beyond what can be demonstrated from Donne's

4 - use of a traditiopal analogy to make a traditional point" (Imagery of .

read these analogies in his\work as an attempt to narrow the gap

between art and life is todﬁak secular an essentially theological’

rhetoric.

,7 The interdependence of body and soul, the physical a:i/she

spiritual, has long been recognized as a theme in Donne's poftry; it
g y

has been noted,.too, as a concern in the sermons (Evelyn M. Spearing,

"Donne's Sermons and Their Relatiom\to. his Poetry," Modern Language *

Review 7[191{] 47-8). Liandsay A. Magn, "The Marriage Analogue of

Letter and Spirit in Domne's Devotional Prose," Journal of Enplish and .

Germanic“Philologv 70(1971}, suggests that for Domne mégriage is a
figure for thé union between body and soul, and, further, that "fhe
relatioq within human faculties, a key to Denne's theory of ﬁreachibéﬁ
and of poetry, is another important analogue of the conception of
marfiggé. Similarly, reagon and” faith, and the letter and‘spirit of

1Y
Scripture are married" (607).

Potter and Simpson, The Sermons of John Donne, "Introduction™

V., 13-14.

e
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% The' notion of Scripture speaking truth by implication and by .
- . ] .

concealing it in "what is not" has some affinities with Erich Auerbach's

insights concerning the nature of Scriptural narrative. In Mimesis:

The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans. Willard R. .
‘ - » : .
. : & ~ -
Trask (1953; Princeton: Primceton University Press, 1974), Auerbach
- .\._,. . 0
compares Homeric narrative with Biblical narrative:
the personages speak in the Bible story too, but
their speech does not serve, as does speech in Homer,
. to manifest, to externalize thoughts--on the con-
trary, it serves to indicate thoughts which remain
. ' unexpressed. God 'gives his command in direct dis-
course, but he leaves his motives d his purpose
-
. unexpressed. -
u presse (11)

He writes, further, that

ther sgories are not, llke Homer's, simply narrated
.- "reality." Doctrine and promise are incarnate in 2
// them and inseparable from them; for that very reason '
they are fraught -with "background" and mysterious,’
containing a second, concealed meaning ... Since~so
. much in the.story is dark and incomplete, and since
the reader knows that God is a hidden God, his effort
\‘ﬂco'interpret it constantly finds something new to
feed Upon. (15) -

L4

1 : .
0 Paul Ricoeur discusses the role of enmigma and obscure speech

for the Christian notion of history in "Christianity and the Meaning of

History," in his History and Truth, trans. Charles A. Kelbley (évanston,

I11l.: Northwestern University Press, 1965). Ricoeur Says that the evident,

»

progressive history which we’see around us is "imbued with another

Al

history ... Hence the Christian is the man who lives in the ambiguity of.

secular histo}y but with the invaluable treasure ofas sacred histo§¥

=
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whose 'meaning' he perceives" (94). Ricoeur's insights about the
relationship between what is and what is not yét are remarkably

congruent with the notions of history and prophecy that Donne

expresses:

Faith in meaning, but in a meaning’ hidden from history,
is thuys both the courage to believe inja profound
significance of the most tragic histo ... and a
certAin rejection of system and fanatiqism, a sense of
the’ open. But in return it is essential that hope
ways remain in direct contact with the dramatic,
disquieting aspect of history. It is precisely when
.”" hope is no longer the hidden meaning of an'apparent
nonsense, when it has freed itself from all ambiguirty,
that it comes back to rational and reassuring progress
and heads toward stagnant abstractions. Thus it is
necessary to remain attentive to this existential schema
of historical ambiguity, situated between the rational
schema of progress and the supra-rational schemeiof

hope.. (96-7) ' - '

1 In "Time and Liturgy in Donne, Crashaw and T.S. Eliot,"

Mosaic 12(Winter 1979), P.G. Stanwood discusses liturgy as that which

"memorializes or signifies a past action in order to-give it a present

{

and continuing significance” (91). Donne, Stanwood argues, "is fas-
~\ .

cinated in the sermons by time/and space, and by their liturgical

interpretation” and he “regdlarly elaborates the contrast between
d ’ .

/‘ .
eternity and finite time" (94, 95). Further, "he characteristically
links the lite:alf’moral and spiritual levels, managing to fuse them with
- 1

—

L

_/consiaérations of time past, time present and time future until meaning

and time both reside in simultaneity" (95). Donne's favourite image of

the circle--many examples of which are enumerated in Milton Allan

.\_
T‘:!:
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Rugoff's Donne's Imagery: A Study in Creative Sources (1939; New York:

Russell & Russell, 1962).64-73--stands as a hieroglyph of the unity of

all time and place in God. In a sermon on Psalm 63:7, Donne writes:

fixe upon God any where, and you shall finde him
a Circle; He is with you now, when you fix upon
him; He was with you before, for he brought you to
- this fixation; and he will be with you hereafter, -
for. He is yesterdav, and Lo day, and the same for ever.

(VII, 52)

2
12 Marjorie Hope Nicolson, The Breaking of the Circle: Studies in

~

the Effect of the "New Science” upon Seventeenth-Century Poetry, rav. ed.,

(1960; New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1965), remarks on
the moveméﬁt of the new scieﬁce toward guantity, mistaking it for
infinity; this was the result, she demonstrates®of science's growing
apprehension of the vastness of the world, an apprehension which seems
to have blinded it to the qualitative - nature of knowledge and the

objects of knowledge (155-65).

Donne also discusses the symbolic nature of numbers in Scrip-
-

ture in Essays in Divinity, ed. Evelyn M. Simpson {(Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1952), where he comments that "numbring is so proper and peculiar
to man, who onlj can number, that some philosdphical Inquisitors have

argued doubtfully, whether if man were not, there were any Number" (55).

14

Se sion of this point in the I Corinthians 13:12 sermon,

195-6 above.
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15 See Gale Carrithers, Jr.'s discussion of the language of

Donne's sermons as an attempt to express the inexpressible in Domne at

Sermons: A Christian Existential World (Albany: State University of }

New York Press, 1972). Carrithers stresses the existential element
in Donne's sermons--and in all sermons--as he states that in Donneﬂgg
preaching, truth is most accessible "as a way of life" (33). ﬁe writes
that "the sermon may well of all generic éorms be the most fundamentally
open-ended or inconclusive or contingent ... Donne c¢learly knows his

sermons are not conclusive, either because all will have to be done over
again, or there will be a continuing, incremental effect in 'your
meditations'" (30). Walter J. Ong, $.J., in a review of Carrithers'

work, agrees that Donne's major preaching concerns are "existé;:ial,"

and adds that the results any sermon aims at are, finally, metarhetorical.

("Gospel, Existence,and Print," Modern Language Quarterly 5_Lg74' 69).
See also Thomas F. Merrill, who approaches the languaéi—;é Donne's

sermons from a distinctly theological point of view in Christian

Criticisﬁ} A Studv.of Literary God-Talk (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 19765.
Merrill explains that*"God-talk"--a term coined by-John Macquarrie-—-
"possesses a clear-cut stylistic distinctiveness jthat is physically
observaﬁle" (44). Merrill argues that, "with™ts logical impropriety,
its'res{étan;é to traditional pattefns of conduct, its explégtation of
positive ambiguity for hermeneucic potential, and its overall commitment
to a nan-empirical logical authority, God-talk inevitably inspires

> -

bafflement, confusion, mystery and a sense of the half—understood"~(94).
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While Merrill's contenﬁpoﬂ that speech ébout God is qualitatively
vdifferent from speech Jbout ordinary realitiles, and his recognition
that Donne's langzagi/glﬁiflts paradox and ambiguity are helpful,
he overstates his case. the1r emph351s upon the open-endedness
‘of the sermons, both Merrxll and Carrithers tend to neglect the overall
context of Donne's preaching\ Donne is, as Helen Gardner emphasizes,

concerned with clarity and opposed to false and misleading rhetoric

(In Defence of the Imaginati nl:Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1982J 90). There is JF enormous difference between paradok,

whichh (as Roslie Colie p01nts\0ut in Paradoxia hpldemlca 27-8)

\
images and teaches truth, and mere\gonquLOn, perplexity and contingency.

Truth, for Domme, is not contingent; when he cannot express a truth,

he says. so.
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