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Donne’s Political Intervention in the Parliament of 1629

Paul W. Harland

Embrace a Sun-beame, and on it
The shadow of a man beget.

Tell me what the Syrens sing,
Or the secrets of a King,

Or his power, and where it ends,
And how farre his will extends.
—Anonymous'

When John Donne preached at Whitehall on February 20, 1628/9, he did
so in the midst of the greatest parliamentary crisis of his generation. With
Parliament determined to assert the liberties of the subject and to affirm its
own ancient liberties, and with King Charles just as determined to claim the
superior authority of the royal prerogative, fears ran rampant that the king
intended to dispense with Parliaments altogether. These fears were confirmed
just a few weeks later after a tumultuous session in the Commons when the
speaker, Sir John Finch, torn between his loyalty to the members who had
elected him and his loyalty to the king who ordered him not to allow further
speech in that chamber, was forcibly held in his chair so that Parliament might
not be silenced. These famous events caused Sir Henry Wotton to comment,
“Never was there such a morning as that which occasioned the dissolution
since Phaeton did guide his father’s chariot.””? Astension mounted toward this
dramatic conclusion to the parliamentary session which initiated the decade
of personal rule, Donne spoke in terms that supported the traditional role of
Parliament and cautioned the king againstarbitrary rule, even though he was
aroyal chaplain indebted to the king’s favour. Of course, gtven the conditions
of censorship and the restrictions placed on authorized speech, Donne could
only make such pronouncements obliquely, using analogies betweenkingship
and divine governance, making implicit comparisons between recent histori-
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cal events and scriptural examples, and by employing theological language
that had political overtones.’ However, although he used measured rhetoric,
Donne spoke in a way that must have disconcerted Charles’s increasingly
absolutist Arminian advisers and offered comfort to those in favour of a
balanced constitution.*

In providing this advice to Charles’ court, Donne followed a pattern
established in his Devotions upon Emergent Occasions of promoting values
obviously contrary to royal inclination such as the rule of law, counsel based
on free and unflattering speech, as well as openness and accessibility in
government.” As amember of the Addled Parliament of 1614, Donne would
have understood that many of the issues then considered had only intensified.®
A close examination of the Whitehall sermon adds to the increasing body of
evidence that the view of Donne as a sychophantic supporter of divine right
is dubious.” Donne could, as Marotti claims, subvert as well as show
deference towards the Establishment® Moreover, he could speak his
conscience at risk to his own position.’

Unquestionably, Donne’s text from the epistle of James would have
aroused the political instincts of his auditory: “So speak ye, and sodo, as they
that shall be judged by the law of liberty.”!° The terms law and liberty were
crucial in the testy interactions between king and Parliament both in current
and previous parliamentary sessions. J. H. Hexter summarizes the situation
when he says of the King:

He not only might rule lawlessly, he had ruled lawlessly. And the
courts of law had not stopped him. Only the High Court of
Parliament might be able to do that. By 1628, not fools and fanatics
but every Englishman who was not sleepwalking or an interested
party associated the king and extended prerogative with lawless rule,
Parliament and its privileges with the rule of law.”!

The almost automatic linking of any discussion of liberty with recent political
developments can be seen in Joseph Hall’s introductory comments in a 1628
Whitehall sermon on Christian liberty:

Asif my tongue and yourears could not easily be diswonted fromour
late parliamentary language, you have here, in this text, liberty,
prerogative, the maintenance of both: liberty of subjects that are
freed; prerogative of the King of glory that hath freed them;
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maintenance of that liberty which the power of that great prerogative
hath achieved. . . ."

Hall’s words not only illuminate the topicality of Donne’s own text, they
suggest the currency of the rhetoric of “theological politics” in sermons
preached to the court.”

One key political issue raised in Donne’s sermon is the nature of law.
Many of Charles’s absolutist-leaning policies, such as the forced loan,
arbitrary imprisonment, billeting of soldiers, and martial law, had led
parliamentarians to attempt to secure the fundamental liberties of all subjects,
once and for all, in the Petition of Right. Yeteven this bulwark quickly began
toappear an illusory protection, since even as Charles passed the Petition, he
ominously asserted that “you neither mean nor can hurt my prerogative.”"
The definition of “lawful” was hotly debated in the Commons before the
Petition was granted. SirJohn Eliot, complaining of the royal imposition of
taxation without consent of Parliament protested:

The ancient law of England, the declaration of Magna Carta and
other statutes, say the subiject is not to be burdened with loans,
tallages, or benevolences. Yet we see them imposed. Doth not this
contradict the law? Where is law? Where is meum et tuum? It is
fallen into the chaos of a higher power. (Proceedings 2: 57)

Many parliamentarians had been discouraged by a number of legal decisions
that ruled in favour of the king’s residual power, including the Five Knights’
Case, where the judges had determined that five knights, imprisoned over
refusal to pay the forced loan, had no right to habeas corpus. Sir Robert
Phelips angrily proclaimed:

Oh improvident ancestors! oh unwise forefathers! to be so curious
in providing for the quiet possession of our lands, and the liberties of
parliament, and to neglect our persons and bodies, and tolet themie
in prison, and that durante bene placito remediless. If this be law,
what do we talk of our liberties? . . . what may a man call his if not
his liberty? (Proceedings 2: 63)

The king’s apparent unwillingness to govern accciciing to law was an
alarming development for parliamentarians. Several v . king was
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rebuked with his own father’s sacred memory (Proceedings 2: 130; 3: 126:
4:108). After all, James had proclaimed that, “aking governing in a settled
kingdom, leaves to be a king, and degenerates into a tyrant, as soon as he
leaves off to rule according to his laws” (Proceedings 4: 108). Also, those
who persuade a king otherwise are “vipers and pests” (Proceedings 4: 108).
Charles’s very word was at stake. When the king’s promises did not match
his actions, he was open to censure, as when Sir Nathaniel Rich succinctly
declared: “He promises he will govern us by his laws, or the confirmation of
the laws. We have nothing thereby but shells and shadows. The King and the
Councildid commit men againstthe law” (Proceedings3: 270). The situation
did not improve after the passage of the Petition of Right, either, since an
initial act of the new session of 1629 was to investigate violations of the
Petition since the last session.'* Suspicion also arose that the king’s sympathy
with Arminianism, often seenas disguised Catholicism, was intimately linked
with his absolutist stance (Commons 12).'¢ Sir Benjamin Rudyard declared
that “reason of state” or royal resort to the arcana imperii “has eaten out
almost not only the laws, but all the religion of Christendom” (Proceedings
3: 128-29)."" Sir Dudley Digges considered this link portentous since he
observed, “When the romish church triumphed here they pretended to make
kings above the laws, but it was to draw themto theirownends” (Proceedings
3:405). Theundermining of English protestantism was one of the overriding
concerns of the Parliament of 1629.

What was Donne’s response tolawful rule when he preached at Whitehall?
Donne reiterated the need for law to authorize all actions.'® With a worldly
recognition of political realities, Donne explains that a state must justify its
actions with at least the appearance of legality: “No Judgement, no Execu-
tion, without the name, the colour, the pretence of Law; for still men call for
aLaw forevery Execution” (8:344). Tellingly, Donne first cites the example
of Jesus’s execution being carried out with a pretence of law. The underlying
implication is, of course, that law must be more than pretence if it is not to
destroy truth. The divine judge provides the most worthy example of
imitation: “Shall God judge us, condemn us, execute us at the last day, and
not by a Law? by something that we never saw, never knew, never notified.
never published, and judge me by that, and leave out the consideration of that
Law, which he bound me to keep?” (8: 344-45). If God is to condemn and
punish, such judgment is carried out only in accordance with a manifest and
open law. The implication for God's representative 1s clear: imprisonmentby
royal command without reasons and without recourse to law isungodly. The
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Jogic that Donne uses is remarkably similar to that which Archbishop Abbot
used when favorably considering the Petition of Right in the House of Lords.
Abbot, who had fallen outof royal favour, reasoned: “No man committed, but
a clear cause to be expressed. . . . Per verbum Dei no man punished but a
reason given, from Genesis to the Revelation etc., and cited them. To imitate
God herein. The end of castigation is for information and reformation. Not
possible unless the cause be shown” (Proceedings 5: 439). Donne, like
Abbot, understood that God’s acts, and the godly imitation of those acts,
should be according to declared law, not secretintent.!® Theologically, Donne
affirmed that God, according to his secret will, would never predestinate any
rson to damnation contrary to the actual godly thoughts and actions of that
person (8: 348-49).*° The political corollary of this belief is that the arcana
imperii should not be invoked to justify illegal and indiscriminate use of the
royal prerogative to crush opposition: “All, upon all sides, is still referred to
Law. And where there is no law against thee . . . God will never proceed to
execution by any secret purpose never notified, never manifested” (8: 348).
Interestingly, in discussing God’s liberty, Donne makes no reference to

the special reserve power by which God overrides his natural laws as in cases
of miracle. As Francis Oakley has shown, God’s two modes of action—
ordinary providence and extraordinary providence—were often assumed to
be analogous to kings’ actions cither in their ordinary powers as executed in
law, or absolute powers, as executed in prerogative.?! Donne, in fact, seems
deliberate in explaining that the “Mystery of Godliness” (recalling the arcana
imperii), is “to believe that God hath given us a Law, and to live according
tothat Law” (8:345). While God’s actions are free, God has limited his power
within certain bounds: “Not at liberty to judge against his Gospcl, where he
hath manifested it for a Law; for he hath laid a holy necessity upon himself,
to judge according to that Law, where he hath published that law” (8: 349-
50). What enfranchises the Christian as opposed (o the natural man is that
the Christian, not free from law, is enabled to perform its requirements;
Christian liberty “gives him an ease, and a readier way to perform those
duties; which way the natural man hath not, and yet is bound to the same
duties” (8: 350)). Donne’s language recalls that used in the Commons when
King James was quoted to refute Roger Manwaring, who had been called
before Parliament to answer the charge that (among other misdeeds) he
Sought “to seduce and misguide the conscience of the King, touching the
Observation of the laws of the realm and liberties of the subject” through
Preaching. King James was quoted as saying, “all Kings that are not tyrants,
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or perjured, will be glad to bound themselves within the limit of their laws”
(Proceedings 4: 104, 108).

Donne’s plea for broadly-based counsel in governance can also be read
in his politically encoded discourse. As early as 1626 Charles said that “he
didabominate that name” of Parliament.? For its part, Parliament feared that
the king had isolated himself with “wicked ministers” (Commons 61), “time
pleasers” (Proceedings 2: 56) and clergy willing “to change their conscience
for a bishopric and flatter by keeping truth from a prince” (Proceedings 2:
67).Charles grew increasingly distrustful of both the House of Commons and
his subjects in general, and concern that the king might stage a military coup
d’état escalated.” Donne insisted that these two foci of authority needed to
communicate with each other. Donne makes his analogy of kingship with
divinity explicit by referring to kings as those “whom God hath call’d Gods”
(8: 339) and makes the point that God “loves to hear us tell him, even those
things which he knew before; his Benefits in our Thankfulness, And our sins
in our Confessions, And our necessities in our Petitions” (8: 339). By
implication, then, if the king can expect to be honoured with thanksgiving and
submission in the admission of error, he must also be willing to hear the needs
ofhis people, such as those continually presented in Parliament. On the other
hand, those charged with advising the king have a duty to speak to him without
flattery, even when it is difficult. The record shows that offering Charles
advice was an extremely onerous task, especially when the advice was
displeasing.”* Among these advisers Donne may have intended members of
Parliament since he speaks of such advisers as “Mediators” who act “between
Princes and People” (8: 339). Parliament was considered by many to be the
most representative body of the realm since in it all estates were assembled;
it was, in Sir Francis Seymour’s opinion, the “great council,” “a true glass,”
(Proceedings 2: 55) of the kingdom. Donne therefore warns:

As Religious Kings are bound to speak to God by way of prayer; so
those who have that sacred office, and those that have that Honorable
office todoso, are bound to speak to Kings by way of Counsel.. ..Even
in those things, wherein, in some emergent difficulties, they may be
afraid they shall not, these Mediators are graciously and oppor-
tunely heard too, in the due discharge of their offices. (8: 339-40)

Furthermore, Donne advises, one must judge oneself and not act upon “the
judgement of flatterers, that depend upon us” (8: 344). If one considers the
fact that the Commons was outraged that the king had pardoned or preferred
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{hose whom it had considered sycophants, or those whom it had disciplined
by law (Neile, Laud, Montague, Sibthorpe, Cosin, Manwaring), Donne’s
words must have secmed particularly relevant (Commons 37, 57, 6 1).% In
contrast to such sychophants, Sir Robert Phelips asserted of the Commons,
«His Majesty shall find that it is we that are his faithful counselors”
(Proceedings 2: 63).

While Donne advised those in a position to counsel the king to do so
courageously, without flattery, he also suggested that the nobility speak to
«Men of conditioninferior to your selves; for they also are Images of God
_..” (8: 340). Donne wished to uphold the godly virtue of accessibility.
Effective communication between all social ranks would relate the whole
kingdom to its spiritual and temporal head. Accessto the king’s person, along
with freedom of speech and freedom from imprisonment, was a traditional
privilege of Parliament requested by the Speaker each session (Proceedings
2: 18). Donne was encouraging the nobility to undertake that which was
expected of a king during the sitting of Parliament:

But it is a precept of Accessibleness, and of Affability; Affability,
that is, A civility of the City of God, and a Courtship of the Court of
heaven, to reccive other Men, the Images of God, with the same
easiness that God receives you. God stands at the Door, and knocks,
and stays our leisure, 0 see if we will open, and let him in. . .. God
is noin-accessible God, that he may not be come to; nor inexorable,
that he will not be moved, if he be spoken to; nor dilatory, that he does
not that he does, seasonably.” (8: 340-41)

Surely Donne was speaking to the breakdown in communication evident
throughout the nation. Inhis study of the news reports sent to th¢ country from
the court, Richard Cust concludes:

Politics was generally presented as a process involving conflict, and
this was nowhere more apparent than in the references to the king.
Once again what is striking is the way in which Charles was brought
into the analysis and assumed to be personally responsibic for many
of the actions hostile to the subject.?

Meanwhile, the king, according to another of Cust’s studies, viewed *‘the
Commons’s proceedings against Buckingham and their refusal to grant him
Supply as a symptom of something more sinister, a concerted attempt to
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undermine the monarchy.”” In this increasingly distrustful atmosphere,
Donne’s plea for accessibility invited a return to the traditional relationship
between king and Parliament. Like Abbotin 1626, Donne could understand
boththeking’s need formoney and Parliament’s willingnessto grantit, if only
the king would listen to its grievances; Abbot had then commented, “It still
ran in my mind that the old and usual way was best; that in Kingdoms the
harmony was sweetest where the Prince and people tuned well together.”* In
turn, Donne realized that while the king deserved his due, the people’s needs
must not be neglected: “so do good to them, whom God hath called Gods, in
reall seconding their religious purposes . . . so do good to the Images of God,
in reall relieving his distressed Members . . . (8: 343).

Donne again countered the king’s tendency to insularity and secrecy by
using the divine analogy:

... Christ sayes, Henceforth call I you not servants, but friends.
Wherein consists thisenfranchisement? In this; The servant knoweth
not what his master doth (the Jewes knew not that) but I have called
you friends, sayes Christ, for all things that | heard of my Father, |
have made known unto you. (8:351)

The godly king should not hide his design, but share it with those who
participate in its destiny and inheritance. This radical concept, safely
expressed in words of scripture rather than commentary, was remarkably
levelling in Charles’ administration, the objective of which Lawrence Stone
hasdescribed as “adeferential, strictly hierarchical, socially stable, paternal-
ist absolutism.”®  Indeed, the sermon initially expresses the sense that
believers, no matter what their social rank, must imitate God in the same way.
The day’s biblical text, Donne affirms, is not “directed upon any company,
orany Degree of Men: forthe Apostle does not say, Ye Princes, nor ye people:
but ye, ye in general, to all . . .” (8: 335). Clearly Donne was warning that
the king must listen to diverse elements in the kingdom, and he was
encouraging his counsellors, in the broadest sense, to speak truthfully,
without flattery.*

Urging the nobles to speak out was particularly poignant at the time. For
many parliamentarians, the mark of their humanity or at least their status as
free Englishmen was their ability to exercise freedom of speech, particularly
in the “great council” of the realm. This parliamentary priviiege was closely
linked in their minds with the proper responsibilities of kingship, beyond
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which lay tyranny. When the king had decided to collect the forced loan or
use martial law withoutconsent of Parliament, he had effectively taken away
the voice of the people.’! Sir Dudley Digges observed: “That king that is not
tied to the laws is 2 king of slaves” (Proceedings 2: 66). The Parliament of
1628 was shaken when the speaker, commanded by Charles, would not allow
members to name the king’s ministers as guilty of misdeeds. If Parliament
wastocorrect the kingdom’sills, how coulditactifitcould notname names?
Such muzzling was a kind of enforced flattery removed from truth. The
speaker’s action stunned the House. SirDudley Digges rebuked the speaker
by saying: “The message you have delivered has taken away the fundamental
liberty of parliament, which was freedom of speech” (Proceedings 4: 129).
Sir Robert Phelips wept openly. After a “sad silence,” Sir Nathaniel Rich
commented gravely, “This is the weightiestaction thatever came within these
walls,” but warned that members ought not *“sit still and do nothing and so be
dissolved and scattered like sheep” (Proceedings 4: 114, 123). Sir Edward
Giles tried to encourage his fellows: “We sitas men daunted; let us put on the
spirits of Englishmen and speak to purpose” (Proceedings 4: 123).%

Donne appears to address these issues in his sermon. In a long passage,
he warns that not to make use of the divine gift of discourse is to sink to a
bestial level:

fair speaking prepares an acceptation before, and puts a value after,
upon the best actions. God hath made other Creatures Gregalia,
sociable, besides man; Sheep, and Deer, and Pigeons, will flock, and
herd, and troup, and meet together; but when they are met, they are
not able to tell one another why they meet. Man onely can speak;
silence makes it but a Herding: That that makes Conversation, is
speech ... saysTertullian. He thatuses not a benefit, reproaches his
Benefactor. Todeclare Gods goodness, that hathenabled us to speak,
we are bound to speak: speech is the Glue, the Cyment, the soul of
Conversation, and of Religion too. (8:338)

Donne’s coatemporaries familiar with recent parliamentary events could only
wonder if they were more like the timid beasts that could gather but not raise
their voices or like human beings, and more particularly, like free-bom
Englishmen, who could. Further, as if to challenge the Stuart culture which
easily diviced loyal from disloyal, Donne also warns that “The silent and
reserv’d Mun, that makes no play, but observes, and says nothing, may be
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more dangerous then” the man who “speaks over-freely tome” (8: 337).3 The
submissive adviser is often more treacherous to the commonwealth than one
who speaks out, even when the speech is difficult to hear. It was a theme of
parliamentarians that “we cannot help his Majesty without opening our
grievances . . .” (Proceedings 2: 63).

Donne’sencouragement of free speech and his condemnation of flatterers
and silent observers are particularly significant since Donne himself has been
charged with sycophantic behaviour towards the king.>* David Norbrook, in
an attempt to check this view, reasons: “one would expect the careerist,
absolutist Donne of current critical orthodoxy to have aligned himself
unequivocally with the High Church party at this stage. But the record . . .
does suggest amore complex picture.”* Indeed, Laud’s sermon preached at
the opening of the 1628 Parliament shows, in contrast, the degree of Donne’s
resistance to the absolutist paradigm. Laud spoke on the text “Endeavouring
to keep the unity of the Spiritin the bond of peace” (Eph. 6: 3).* Throughout,
Laud counsels against breaking unity in Church and State and makes it clear
that one must not be deceived by the wrong kind of unity, whichisreally only
“faction” led by the proud and disobedient. Not to keep unity is tantamount
to driving away God from the kingdom."” Furthermore, while unity is best
preserved in peace, Laud defines peace very precisely:

The “peace” then here spoken of, differs not much from the virtue of
meekness. Only it adds above meekness towards others, quietness
with them. . . It is an ancient rule for kingdoms and a good . . . they
are kept in subjection, order, and obedience, by the same virtues by
which they were first gotten.

The safety and preservation of the commonwealth lies, contrary to Donne’s
assertion, in meekness, quietude, and obedience. Such unity requires that “the
governors . . . carry a watchful eye over all such as are discovered, or feared,
to have private ends.” Laud therefore warns against enemies who would
deceive by using a virtuous pretext: “‘but they would not have the knot [of
unity] too hard. Take heed. Theiraimis, they would have alittle more iiberty
that have too much already.”® Whereas Donne was promoting responsible
speech and action to invite mediation between disparate elements in the
kingdom, Laud was encouraging submission to authority as the only preser-
vative against disorder.

In the course of his sermon, Donne insists that responsible speech must
be translated into actions that match the words. As we have seen, Parliament
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did not always trust the king to perform promised acts. Although the king
agreed to obey the law, his actions seemed to contradict his assertions. Sir
Nathaniel Rich illustrates the frustrating situation in which members of
parliament found themselves:

If we come to one that owes us 100/, and he say, “I owe you nothing,
but I pray you trust me”, will this be good satisfaction? Let the King
assure us of his power, whatitis, and then we shall trust him. I would
be glad to hear the King say he may not by law billet soldiers or lay
loans. Let the point of trust be but agreed on, and then we shall trust
the King.” (Proceedings 3: 270)

In this political context, Donne’s injunction to his auditory to embody true
speechinaction appears more than a pious and general instruction to abandon
sins of omission. Donne states:

And when that which is well spoken, was well meant, and hath been
wellexpressed in Action, that’s the Husbandry of the righteous Man;
then his Harvest is all in. It is the way of God himself . . . that the
people are said to have seen the noise, and the voice of God; because,
whatever God says, it determines in Action. ... (8:342)

God creates by means of his Word; accordingly, act and word are inseparable
and indistinguishable. God’s promises are always transformed into history.
This attribute forms the basis of God’s faithfulness, which inspires trust
among believers. For parliamentarians, the analogy was all too clear: let the
king deliver on his promises, and then the people will trust him.

One final instance of political advice that Donne offers in his sermon is
that governors must fulfil the utmost demands of their positions. The
misguided belief in “Compensation’ was a temptation to scrimp morally on
whatevera vocationdemanded ata particular time and place. This temptation
is the belief that “by doing well in one place, our ill doing in another is
recompenced.” Donne asks the Court pointedly, “Hast thou doubled the
hours of thy Prayers, when thy Preferments are doubled; and encreased thine
Almes, according as thy Revenues are encreased? . . . this law will not be
answer’dso...” (8:353). The dramatic change in court style following the
accession of Charles was not far from Donne’s thoughts.* The chaster, more
moderate, and more serious style, whatever its value, could not replace
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vigorous attention to virtue in public office. Anything else would be &
falsification of the incarnation (8: 338).

Donne, as a royal chaplain, speaking publicly, knew the dangers of
“compensation,” the temptation of playing down the demands of the gospe!
and justice, and speaking conventional and safe truths instead. When, at the
end of his sermon, he summed up the Christian religion, Donne knew thatthis
auditory would be looking to himtoembody whathe preached and would have
measured his performance against his advice. The sum of religion, he said,
1s “to speak aright, and to doe aright; to profess the truth, and not be afraid
nor ashamed of that; and to live according to that profession . . .” (8: 354).
By addressing the current parliamentary and court crisis, albeit in the
politically encoded rhetoric required of one who did not wish to lose his voice
altogether, Donne enacted a model necessary to heal the body politic.
Moreover, Donne would have recognized the irony of a defense of free speech
contained within a politically encoded discourse required by a repressive
society. Reading his great ancestor’s work Utopia at precisely this time,
Donne may have found support in a fictionalized “More” for his strategy.
“you must with a crafty wile and a subtle train study and endeavour yourself.
as much as in you lieth, to handle the matter wittily and handsomely for the
purpose; and that which you cannot turn to good, so to order it that it be not
very bad.”® Donne’s rhetorical strategy at court, an oblique attack on
Charles’s absolutist policies, assumed that more direct speech would neither
be tolerated nor heard. However, despite Donne’s deference towards the
office of king, his auditory, familiar with recent political events, could
appreciate his tactics. He was using his reputation to affirm the supremacs
of law, to encourage broadly-based counsel, to warn against the vice of
flattery, to celebrate accessibility, to support the value of free speech in
subject, and to remind courtiers of theirduty in providing their sovereign with
honest advice. He had demonstrated to these courtiers, in the sermon itself
how “to handle the matter wittily and handsomely” so that their efforts might
prevent political disintegration,
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