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"Goe forth ye daughters of Sion":
Divine Authority, the King, and the Church

in Donne's Denmark House Sermon

Elena Levy-Navarro

There are only two kings and two kingdoms in Scotland, that is
King James the head of the Commonwealth, and there is Christ
Jesus the King of the Church, and of whose kingdom he is not

a king, nor a lord, nor a head, but a member. 1

OnApril 26, 1625, Donne preached a sermon at DenmarkHouse,
a few daysbeforeKing Jameswas removed forburial.2 Itwould seem

the naturalplace forDonne to commemorateKing Jamesor to comment
on themonarchy. Strangely, this sermon seems almost to ignore James
altogether, referring to him only in the final moments and there in a

distinctly human form. Divested of his kingly authority, James is

merely one member of the heavenly Church. In this sermon, Donne
rewrites history so that the audience understands that true divine

authority andpower is tobe found in theChurch rather than in theKing.
In doing this, he proves to be more interested in the well being of the
Church ofEngland than in the well being of the monarchy.

Such a reading of the sermon, and indeed of Donne's political
disposition, is in direct opposition to the reading furthered by new

historicists John Carey, Debora Shuger, and Jonathan Goldberg.' In
James Iandthe Politics ofLiterature, Goldberg uses this sermon to

establish what he sees as Donne's overwhelming and long obsession
withKing James andmonarchicalpower. He comes to this conclusion
by overlooking andmisreading all references to the Church andChrist
(as the only divine monarch and head of the Church ofGod):
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Donne's self-constitution is absolutist; like Lear, his concern is
who's in and who's out, and there seems to be no alternative to

that either/or situation. He is fully made-or unmade-in
relation to the powers of society.... In Donne's terms, the court
is the center and the only reality of society; not to be there is to

be nowhere."

The final statement should more properly read "Goldberg's terms"
because he imposes on Donne a narrow and modern definition of

society and politics.' He defines both terms strictly in terms of the

monarch; thus "politics" refers to the personal politics ofthe monarch
and society refers to an elite courtly society. According to Goldberg,
Donne has so completely internalized these definitions that he is

haunted by the fear that hewill become "nothing" when separated off
from the King and court.

TheDenmarkHouse Sermon demonstrates thatDonne has amuch

larger frame of reference. For him, all human identity is defined by
membership in theChurch ofGod; as a result, the individual becomes
literally "nothing" when exiled from this heavenly Church." Ulti

mately, the King's death reminds the audience that they should define
themselves by their position in this overarching society. I am not

arguing thatDonne's interests are notpolitical,but certainly they are not
"political" in the narrow sense assumedbyGoldberg. Insofar asDonne
is interested in politics, he is largely interested in preserving and

strengthening the Church ofEngland. The ChurchofEngland, Donne
argues, provides its members with ready access to the universal and

heavenly Church of God.' With James's death, Donne reminds the

audience that the Church of England remains viable and important,
regardless ofwhich monarch is the current temporal head.

Donne assures the audience that the Church will remain intact
because Christ, rather than James, is andwas always the "head" of the
Church. To make this point, he dismantles the Jacobean absolutist
model of kingship by applying it to Christ as head of the universal
Church ofGod. The authority attributed to the King belongs exclu
sively toChrist. James attempted to consolidate his poweroverChurch
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and State by promulgating the image of himself as a new King
Solomon, a quasi-divine steward of the Church. In using Solomonic
imagery, the Denmark House Sermon clearly refers to the Jacobean
model of kingship; however, it applies such imagery exclusively to

Christ.8

Donne chooses a text fromCanticles, abook said to be authoredby
King Solomon. The passage refers to Solomon in a seemingly
heightened kingly form: "Goe forth ye daughters ofSion, and behold
King Solomon, with the Crown, wherewith his mother crowned him,
in the day of his espousals, and in the day of gladnesse of heart"
(Canticles 3. 11). By referring to the "Crown" and the subjects, the
daughters of Zion, the passage describes King Solomon in his most

kingly glory. Ifapplied to King James and his subjects, the textwould
certainly support the argument thatDonne had internalized the absolut
ist model ofkingship. Surely, this passage proves that Donne can use

seemingly absolutist formulations inways that tend to restrict theKing's
authority." Indeed, the Denmark House Sermon, written after James
had died, goes beyond many of his more "discrete" formulations
deliveredbefore the King. Here, Donne goes so far as to dismantle the
absolutist model for kingship. In applying it exclusively to Christ,
Donne implies that no King can usurp the authority properly invested
in Christ as the true "head" of the Church.

From the beginning, Donne turns forcefully and overwhelmingly
away from theKing to the Church. In thedivisio, he offers the audience
guidelines on how to read this Solomonic text. Donne would appear
to read the text against its grain when he insists that it refers primarily
to theChurch. In reinterpreting the Solomonic allusions,Donne trains
the audience to look towards the Church. Thus, he directs the audience
to read the passage as discussing three facets of the Church:

For first, the speaker, the Director of all, is the Church, the

spouse of Christ. .. ; And then the persons that are calledup, are,
as you see, The Daughters ofSion, the obedient children of the

Church, that hearken to her voice: And then lastly, the person

upon whom they are directed is Solomon crowned, That is,
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Christ invested with the royal dignity of being Head of the
Church. (280-1)

The divisio directs the audience's attention to three facets of the

Church-the Church as the spouse ofChrist, her obedient members,
and finally her head, the true King Solomon. The absolutist terminol
ogy works here to transfer attention away from James and earthly
kingship. His subject is clearly the Church and its constant divine

authority.
In order to strengthen the Church, Donne undercuts the absolutist

claims of James's iconography. Christ, rather than James, is King
Solomon, and the Temple is the Church as the universal and abiding
spouse ofChrist. The audience must direct its attention to "Solomon

crowned, That is, Christ investedwith the royal dignity ofbeingHead
oftheChurch" (280-1). The formulation ignores James altogethereven
while itplaces agreateremphasis on theChurch itself. Notably,Donne
uses images ofkingship to describeChrist's role as headoftheChurch.

Thus, he is "crowned" when he assumes his position as head, and his
true "royal dignity" comes from this role. Significantly,Donne refrains
fromdescribing the relationshipbetween the audience andChrist as one
ofsubject andKing. Members oftheChurchbecome "crowned"when
they enter into heaven.

Donnemakes adistinctionbetweenvarious typesofKingSolomon.
He distinguishes, for example, between King Solomon as "son of
Bathshebd' andChrist as the trueKingSolomon (286). The distinction
clearly diminishes even the authority of the Old Testament King
Solomon, the son of Bathsheba and thus product of David's sin.

Furthermore, asDonnemakes thesedistinctions, he urges the audience
todirect theirattention away fromtheOldTestamentSolomon toChrist
as the true King Solomon. He creates, then, a hierarchy ofSolomons,
and he imputes all the most extravagant Jacobean claims of kingship
exclusively to the highest Solomon, Christ. At the same time, Donne
describesChrist as the truepeacemaker, yet anotherJacobean image of
kingship:
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For, Solomon, in this text, is not a proper Name, but an

Appellative; a significative word: Solomon is pacificus, the

Peacemaker, and our peace is made in, and by Christ Jesus: and
he is that Solomon we are called upon to see here. (286)

Donne merges two words, Solomon and "peacemaker," both notably
applied to James andhis civil andecclesiasticalpolicies. Jameswas, of
course, called thepeacemaker forhis continued refusal to engage inwar
abroad (especially the Thirty YearsWar which effected his daughter
Elizabeth). Donne applies this terminology, however, toChrist Jesus,
so that their "peace is made" in him. In thismove,Donne suggests that
true "peace" comes from a final unionwithChrist in theChurchofGod.

James is barely present in this text, except insofar as the imagery
suggests his kingship. In referring to the three Solomons, Donne
effectively dismantles any absolutist claims furthered by him in his
lifetime. At the verymost, Jameswould be an imitation of the biblical

KingSolomon-aSolomon twice removed. Donne sets the stage here
for his final portrait ofJames as a man who shares with the audience a

common sinfulness.
Donne strategically deflates James's absolutistmodel ofkingship in

order to redirect the audience's attention to the Church. He realizes, of
course, that they participate in the English Church and State, but he
wants them to do this while always remembering that they are andwill
be members of the universal Church of God. For this reason, Donne

repeatedly underscores the transitory nature of temporal power. All
individuals are merely "infants" here, and "all our motions, and

preferments, fromplace, toplace, arebut the rockingofacradle' (285).
In fact, Donne commands the audience in seemingly contradictory
terms to "see thy self, beyond thy self, to see what thou shalt be in the
nextworld" (286). Donne's apparent contradiction makes sense ifwe
consider the extent towhich he deflates kingly authority. The audience
must accept the transitory nature of their identity achieved here,
especially in relation to the Crown, and as a result, they must come to
define themselves by their future membership in the Church ofGod.
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Such amove has practical consequences in supporting the Church
of England. Throughout the sermon, Donne closely associates the
Church ofEngland with the Church ofGod. Christ is the head of the
Church of God, and the Church of England is part of the Church of
God. As such, Christ, rather than James or any King, is their head.
Nonetheless, they should participate in the Church of England, as

James himself did, in order to assure their ultimate position in the
Church of God. In the beginning of the sermon, Donne urges
conformity of the audience to the Church of England: "let no man

presumeofabetter state, in theTriumphantChurch, thenheholds in the
Militant, orhope for communion there, that despises excommunication
here" (282). Similarly, he urges themnot to "devestyour allegianceto
the Church" (283). Because Donne focuses primarily on the relation
shipbetween theChurchofEngland and theChurch ofGod, he ignores
the temporal head of the former, King James. Indeed, the audience is
urged to look towards the latter and thus towards Christ. Ultimately,
Donne encourages obedience to the Church without ever explicitly
urging them to obey the King (although he would never deny the

importance of the monarch to the orderly running of the temporal
Church). 10

Goldberg, then, misreads the sermon by ignoring its repeated
emphasis on the Church. He purposefully collapses the distinctions
Donne so carefully makes between Christ and James, the Church of
God and the Church of England. When Goldberg is forced to

acknowledge the Church, he sees it as merely one useful weapon in
James's absolutist arsenal. Even when he describes the daughters of
Zion as members of the Church ofEngland, Goldberg focuses prima
rily on them as subjects to the State and King. Goldberg describes the
"imperative" and "authoritative" voice of the Church, only to tum

quickly to what is clearly the power of the State and King:

The voice of power reduces all hearers to the status of subjects
and subjection (the text can no more be resisted than can the

state, Donne says). Obedience and submission are registered
best in the gender of those addressed and named as

female.... (217; 281-2)
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Goldberg purposefully confuses a number of distinctions, ultimately
reading the entire section as an expression ofDonne's obsessionwith
absolute power. In his parenthetical statement,Goldberg quickly turns
his attention to the State and its supposed irresistible power over its
subjects, includingDonne himself.

Donne shores up the authority of the Church of England. In the
section Goldberg quotes, Donne is more concerned to describe the

ways inwhich the Church is invested with a divine authority; he takes
adecidedly non-absolutist stance in focusing on the divine authorityof
thepreachingministry:

When he [Christ] has gone out of this world, men needed a more

particular solicitation to heare him; for, how, and where, and in

whom should they heare him, when he was gone? In the Church,
for the same testimony that God gave of Christ, to authorize and

justifie his preaching, hath Christ given of the Church, to justifie
her power. (282)

Donne here establishes the authority of the Church without even

referring to the King's role as ecclesiastical head. The preaching
ministry, rather than the King, speaks with the voice of God as they
interpret hisWord. 11 As a whole, the sermon teaches the audience to
focus on theirmembership in the Church ofGod, and it suggests that
the Church ofEngland and its preachingministry plays an important
role in guiding its members to this ultimate heavenly society.

In the final moments of the sermon, Donne returns to King James
in order to alter the audience's understanding of his ultimate impor
tance. He has already dismantled the Jacobean iconography by
applying all its terms and all itsmostextravagantclaims toChrist. Now
he exalts James in terms which expose his shared humanity. James
shares in a commonmortality, sinfulness, and, therefore, an absolute
dependence onGod. Thus, his elevation requires an absolute submis
sion to the true divine authority ofGod's hand. Donne uses the image
ofkingly authority-the hand investedwith a quasi-divine power, but
he strategicallybestows that poweronGod. He observes, "But then the
hand ofGod, hath notsetup, but laiddown another Glasse; a glasse



170 JohnDonne Journal

that reflects thy self, and nothing but thy selfe" (289). Donne uses the
"laid down"King inorder to remind the audience that they are similarly
vulnerable; as such, they should seek to define themselves in the

permanent Church ofGod.
In a lengthy passage, Donne describes all the powers previously

invested in the monarch's hand; he begins by focusing exclusively on
the power James had over the audience and ends by meditating on the
vanity ofall such civil authority:

And when you shall find that hand that had signed to one of you
a Patentfor Title, to another for Pension, to another for a Pardon,
to another for Dispensation, Dead. . . That Hand that ballanced
his own three Kingdomes so equally, as that none of them

complained of one another, and carried the Keyes of all the
Christian world, and locked up, and let out Armies in their due

Season, Dead; how poore, how faint, how paile, how momentany,
how transitory, how empty, how frivolous, how Dead things,
must you necessarily thinke Titles, and Possessions, and Fav

ours.... (290)

The first part of the meditation focuses on what might appear to be
absolute authority ofthemonarch. In life, he couldgiveworldly honors
to people and, even more significantly, dole out life and death to his

subjects. Strippedofthis authority in death, Jamesbecomes anexample
to the reader of the vanity of all "titles," "possessions," "favors," and
ultimately personalpower.

In this final section,Donne diminishes James's temporal authority
so as to convince his audience to focus more immediately on their

membership in the Church. Once Donne has deflated James's kingly
iconography, he elevates him in a new form. James becomes an

example to the audience of their own limitations: "in this glasse
presentednow (TheBodyofourRoyall,butdeadMasterandSoveraigne)
we cannot, we doe not except sinne" (289). Donne uses all the royal
appellatives, but the word "dead," as in the previous passage, nullifies
all their claims. Interestingly, Donne now praises James in a manner

which is relevant to all Christians. They must "look" on James as



Elena Levy-Navarro 171

a beame of that Sunne, as an abridgement of that Solomon in the

Text; for every Christian truely reconciled to God, and signed
with his hand in the Absolution, and sealedwith his bloud in the

Sacrament, (and this was his case) is a beame, and abridgement
of Christ himselfe. (290-1)

James becomes amember of the Church, and as a result, he is now an

"abridgment" ofthe trueKing Solomon. Donne importantly describes
him as onemore participatingmember. Before he died, hewas notonly
reconciled to God but an active participant in two church rituals-the
absolution and Holy Communion given in the Visitation of the Sick.
James becomes anexample forothers inhis lifetimeparticipation in the
ChurchofEngland andhis ultimate fulfilledmembership in theChurch
of God.

In the final prayer, Donne uses James as a reminder to the audience
of theirmembership in the Church ofGod. Theywill, Donne admits,
inevitably return to their daily lives, and as a result, theywill become
involved in court politics. Donne describes them as citizens who are

affectedby either the "old" or "new"King. Theywill go fortheither "to
the service of their newMaster [King Charles]" or "to the enjoying of
the Fortunes conferred by their old [King James]" (291). In referring
to both kings, Donne nods at the reality of the lives of many elites;
however, he does so in order towarn them todefine themselves by their
membership in amuch different society. In the finalmoments, Donne
makes amove typical ofthe DenmarkSermon as awhole. He reminds

them, then, to define themselves by theirmembership in the Church of
God, which he defines in opposition to their "busie endeavours in
Court." The exhortation, "letnoneofus, goe so farre fromhim, or from
one another," importantly describes a societywhere all individuals are
equalmembers. Theywill become "nothing,"Donne suggests, only if
they allow themselves to be defined only by theirparticipation here in
the State. Tobe separated fromtheChurch is tobecome "nothing" quite
literally by being erased from the Book of Life. 12
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