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Donne and Bellarmine
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IzaakWalton informs us, in an oft-quoted remark, that JohnDonne
"believed the CardinalBe llarmine to be thebestdefenderoftheRoman

cause, and thereforebetookhimselfto theexaminationofhisReasons."
Walton assures us that "about the twentiethyearofhis age, [Donne] did
shew the then Dean ofGloucester ... all the Cardinals works marked
with many weighty observations under his own hand,"! Walton's

dating is typically improbable, since the complete set ofBellarmine's
Controversies did not see publication until 1593, the twenty-first year
ofDonne's life. Still, themain point is correct: occasional efforts in his
sermons to refuteordiscreditBellarmine's argumentsprovideevidence
that Donne knew the Controversies and studied them throughout his
clerical career. In fact,Donne didnotconfine his reading ofBellarmine
to hispolemicalworks. Donne's sermons that takePsalm verses as their
texts also reveal an acquaintancewith the Italian Jesuit's commentary
on the Psalms, first published in 1611. In addition to a few explicit
references, these sermons provide numerous indications of Donne's
awareness of and responsiveness to Bellarmine' s explanations of the
textofPsalms andhis reflections on itsmeaning. OfcourseDonne does
not always agree with Bellarmine, and very often the homiletic pur­
poses oftheEnglish preacher take him in adifferentdirection from the
devotional motives of the Cardinal.' Nevertheless, despite the fierce
antagonism between the Churches ofEngland and Rome, Donne and
Bellarmine approach the Psalms with a similar reliance on the ancient
ChurchFathers,with asimilarlyScholastic philosophical and theologi­
cal orientation, and-aboveall-with a similarpreoccupationwith the
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moral andspiritualmeaningofthe scriptural text. These features shared
by Donne's sermons on the Psalms and Bellarmine' s commentary are
especially striking when considered in contrast to the most eminent
Reformation commentary by John Calvin. Calvin's commentary
makes little recourse to theFathers, and he is less interested in a reading
of "David" as a tropological figure for thewayfaring Christian than in
comprehending David as an historical figure. Indeed, Calvin antici­
pates some aspectsofthehistorical-critical approach toScriptureofthe
nineteenth and twentiethcenturies and seems considerablymore "mod­
ern" than eitherDonne orBellarmine. A comparison between Donne
and Bellarmine thus shows that they share important elements of a
common Christian tradition despite the political and ecclesiastical

disputes oftheReformation era, and that themost significantelements
of the religious revolution of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
cannotalwaysbe confidently identifiedby the simple labels, "Catholic"
and "Protestant."

A good example ofDonne's equivocal attitude toward Bellarmine
(indeed toward the Jesuits in general) comes in his fifth Prebend
Sermon on Psalms 66.3. The sermon begins with a critique of the
Vulgate translation forchanging the title from "to the chiefeMusician"
to "in finem, a Psalme directed upon the end," and for adding
"Resurrection is, A Psalme concerning theResurrection." Donne then
mocks the explanationoftheVulgate's authorityby theJesuitLorinus.'
Further along in the sermon, among a number of other anti-Catholic

gibes, Donne attacks Bellarmine's defense of the doctrine of papal
primacy by adducing the unedifying figure ofPope Liberius: "When
that one Bishop, who will needs be all alone, the Bishop of Rome,
Liberius, so far subscribed to that heresie, (as S. Hieroms expresse
words are) thatBellarmine himselfdoes notonely notdeny it, but finds
himselfebound, and finds it hard forhim toprove, That thoughLiberius
did outwardly professe himselfe to be anArian, yet in his heart he was
none" (VIII. 117-18). As Janel Mueller points out, however, despite
this attack onBellarmine's Controversies,Donne not only admits that
the Vulgate title is appropriate, his explanation is very close to

Bellarmine's in the latter's Psalm commentary." Only acknowledge
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Resurrectionis to be an addition, Donne says, and "wee are content"
that it be there:

you may take knowledge too, That that addition hath beene

accepted and followed, by many, and ancient, and reverend

Expositors, almost all of the Easteme, and many of the Westeme
Church too; and therefore, for our use and accommodation,
may well be accepted by us also.

Donne thenexpounds themeaningofthe psalmaccording to a threefold
ideaofResurrection:

We consider ordinarily three Resurrections: A spirituall
Resurrection, a Resurrection from sinne, by Grace in the

Church; A temporall Resurrection, a Resurrection from

trouble, and calamity in the world; And an etemall Resurrection,
a Resurrection after which no part of man shall die, or suffer
againe, the Resurrection into Glory. (VIII, 111)

Bellarmine has conceded thepoint that theoriginal textofthe psalm
has been altered, but he anticipatesDonne's defenseof the interpretive
force of the resurrection theme and specifically emphasizes the "third"
ofDonne's resurrections:

The term "resurrection" does not occur in the Hebrew, and it is
not read there according to Hilary; and Theodoret witnesses that
it is not in the edition of the Seventy Translators, but is a later
addition. Still it is so read by the the Holy Fathers Jerome and

Augustine in the Commentary on this Psalm: and it seems that
this singular word, whoever may have added it, was added

prudently, since it indicates the theme of the Psalm. For the
theme of the Psalm is the act of thanksgiving for the benefits of

God, but most of all for perfect felicity after every calamity is
finished: which will undoubtedly be in the resurrection.'

Donne's sermon also makes "A thankfull acknowledgement of that
which God hath done" a principal concern and says, "The Duty is a
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Commemoration ofBenefits" (VIII, 112, 113). Finally, Donne again
follows Bellarmine in his interpretation of the clause, "Through the

greatnessof thy power shall thine enemies submit themselves to thee,"
as an accusation of hypocrisy against God's enemies: "They shall
submit themselves, sayes the text, but how? Mentientur tibi, (as it is in
theOriginall, and as you finde it in theMargin) They shall dissemble,
they shall lie, they shall yeeld a fained obedience, they shall make as

though theyweregoodSubjects,butnotbe so" (VIII, 114). "Mentientur
tibi inimici tui" ("thy enemies shall lie to thee") is, in fact, the reading
of the Vulgate, upon which Bellarmine remarks, citing Theodoret,
"many theremay bewho lie toGod aboutbeing hisworshippers outof
fear of his terrible works, and many will likewise accept the faith of
Christ, not sincerely but with a feigned heart, for the same reason."
Hence the procedure of this Prebend Sermon is typical insofar as

Donne's sporadic skirmishingwithBellarmineovercontested issues of
ecclesiasticalpolitics conceals aclose attention to Jesuit's own unpack­
ing of the text as well as his invocation ofmultiple readings from the
Fathers.

The Penitential Psalms furnish both men an especially fruitful
ground formoral and spiritual reflection, and the attitudes and insights
they share are finally far more compelling than Donne's intermittent
efforts to score polemical points at Bellarmine's expense. In a late

sermon on Psalms 6.6,7, for example, Donne spends a good deal of
time disparaging the doctrine ofPurgatory, and he explicitly reproves
Bellarmine for defending the Vulgate's first-person rendering of the
verb (inueteraui) against the third-person rendering taken from the
Hebrew by the translators ofKing James'sAuthorized Version. Such
eristic aggressiveness notwithstanding, Donne several times makes
recourse toBellarmine's interpretations ofthe Psalm. In fact,Donne's
attack on theVulgate is bracketed by two passages inwhich he follows
Bellarmine very closely. In considering the theme of indignation in
verse 7, "Mine eye is consumed because of griefe: it waxeth old,
because of all mine enemies," Donne offers as one probable and
traditional reading the following: "this indignation conceived by
David, which withered and decayed him, was a holy scorn and
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indignation against his owne sins, that such wretched things as those
should separatehim from hisGod, and fromhis inheritance, according
to that chaine of Affections which the Apostle makes, That godly
sorrowbrings asinner to care" (Vlll, 206). Commenting on theVulgate
version of this verse, Bellarmine likewise maintains "that the sense

would be, on accountofmy fury and indignation at the vileness of sin,
myeye has darkened, as ifitwere decayed from toomuchweeping, and
is troubled,"? In the first half of the next paragraph, Donne berates
Bellarmine forpreferring theVulgate version, "I have grownold among
allmy enemies" ("inueteraui inter omnes inimicosmeos"), before the
Authorized Version: "[mine eye] waxeth old, because of all mine
enemies." Yet in themiddle of the paragraph, Donne takes up themore
spiritually compelling issue ofthe nature ofDavid's "enemies":

Who were his enemies, and what was this age that he speaks of?
It is of best use to pursue the spirituall sense of this Psalme, and
so his enemies were his sins; And David found that he had not

got the victory over anyone enemy, anyone sin; Anothers bloud
did not extinguish the lustfull heat of his owne, nor the murther
of the husband, the adultery with the wife: Change of sin is not

an overcomming of sin. . . . These are his enemies; and then this
is the age that growes upon him, the age that David complaines
of, I am waxen old; that is, growne into habits of these sins.

(VIII, 208)

Bellarmine finds inDavid the same senseofdefeat in the face ofhis sins
and his sinful habits:

Clearly my eye has darkened for weeping out of the indignation
that I have conceived, because for so long I have stuck fast in

sins, so that I have grown old among all my enemies, as if he
were to say, I am unable not to be vehemently indignant with
myself, because I have until now perfectly conquered no vice,
and I have defeated not a single foe of my soul, but I have
become feeble among all my foes. Now he calls "foes" all those
that that have urged him to sinning, whether devils, or men,
or his own vices and evil habits."
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The parallels between the two passages are inescapable. Bellarmine's
accountof theBible's spiritual vision proved cogent toDonne, even as

he sought to undermineBellarmine's defenseoftheVulgate translation.
Forbothmen, "David" ismost important to us as a figure for the fallen
human condition, and Psalm 6 moves us as a cry of remorse and
revulsion at the sinfulness that clings despite ourbestefforts and firmest
resolutions-as a reminderofour radical dependence onGod's grace.

The contrast with Calvin's commentary on this passage is reveal­
ing. To be sure,Calvin yields to no one in his preoccupationwith grace,
but he handles David as anhistoricalexemplar rather than a tropological
symbol. Calvin does not mention the Psalmist's enemies in his

explanationofverse seven, andwhen he comes to verse eight ("Depart
from me, all yee workers of iniquitie"), they are plainly the historical
foes who exulted over David in his miseries:

Directing his discourse against his adversaries, he represents it
as not the least part of his temptation, that ungodly men

triumphed over him, and derided him as lost, and in a hopeless
condition; for we know with what insolence their pride and

cruelty magnify themselves against the children of God, when
they see them oppressed under the cross. And to this Satan
moves them, in order to drive the faithful to despair, when they
see their hope made the subject of Mockery."

Not surprisingly, the marginal gloss in the Geneva Bible follows
Calvin's historical reading, wherebyDavid inhis time is anexample for
the contemporary faithful: "God sendeth comfort and boldnes in

affliction, thatwemay triumphe ouerourenemies." 10 More significant
is the similarity between Calvin's approach and twentieth-century
Catholic biblical glosses. According to the Jerusalem Bible, "The
Psalmist's 'foes' regard the sickman'smisfortunes as apunishment for
some hidden sin (cf. Job's friends)";" and according to the New
AmericanBible the Psalmist "rejects all fellowshipwith sinners,"who
are simply other human beings. 12 What all these comments have in
common is the treatment of David-or the Psalmist-as a typical
historical character. Like GeorgeWashington and the cherry tree, the
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incidents inPsalms can serve as examples formen andwomenofevery
historicalera; however, in the traditional viewofDonne andBellarmine,
which goes back toAugustine and the otherFathers, the spiritual voice
ofthe Psalms transcends history in a simultaneous identification ofthe
Hebrew King David, the Incarnate Word Christ Jesus, and each
member ofHis Body. This change in the way Scripture is understood
and experienced is as significant as themore straightforward doctrinal
disputes between Catholics and Protestants, and on this issue Donne
and Bellarmine are on the same side.

A sermon of Donne's on Psalm 51 (Psalm 50 in the Vulgate),
another of the Penitential Psalms, furnishes a final exampleofhow the
ProtestantDean ofS t. Paul's and the Catholic cardinal take a common

approach to the Bible that distinguishes them both from the growing
tendency of their age to read Sacred Scripture in the same way as a

secular historical document. Moreover, in preaching on a psalm that

calls tomindoriginal sin andjustification, vexed doctrinal issues during
the period of Reformation, the theological implications of Donne's
sermon are more compatible with Bellarmine's commentary than
Calvin's. Indeed, the tropological interpretation of Scripture, which
regards Old Testament figures as symbolic participants in a spiritual
drama, is more consonantwith a theology that sees grace as an actual
force for change within the soul of the penitent, rather than Calvin's
mere imputation of righteousness-God's willingness not to see the
evil of the sinner.

Tobe sure,Donne andBellarmine are notuninterested in thehistory
thought to lie behind the Miserere Psalm: David's adultery with
Bathsheba andhis arranging for the deathofherhusbandUriah. Calvin
reminds us ofthe admonitory force ofDavid's example: "Wellmaywe
tremble to contemplate the fact, that so holy aprophet, and so excellent
a king, should have sunk into such a condition !"13 Bellarmine echoes
this remark: "The sinofDavid can strikejustmenwith fear: for ifsuch
a friendofGod sinks down so easily,whowill not fear a fall?"14 Donne

spendsmore than a page elaborating on howDavid becomesmore and
more oblivious as hebecomesmore deeply entangled in sin: "Who can

doubt, but that in this yeares space, inwhichDavidcontinued in his sin,
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but that he did ordinarily all the externall acts of religiousWorship of
God?who can doubtbut that heperformed all theLegallSacrifices, and
all the Ceremoniall Rites?" (V, 304). In fact, Bellarmine and Donne
both worry about one historical element that does not attract Calvin's

notice, theextentofBathsheba's guilt. "Ofhowmanyevils,"Bellarmine
observes, "is the beauty of a woman joined with imprudence and
easiness the cause! For ifBathsheba, the loveliestwoman in the place,
had not undressed her body where shemight be seen, or if she had not
consented so readily toDavid, surely such amanwould have not fallen
into such crimes." 15 Donne begins by exonerating Bathsheba: "Cer­
tainly the limits ofadorning andbeautifying the body are not so narrow,
so strict, as by some sowre men they are sometimes conceived to be"
(V, 302). But this reminder that the preacher had once been the poetof
the Songs and Sonets quickly gives way:

And this may well have beene Bathshebaes fault, That though
she did not bathe with a purpose to be seene, yet she did not

enough to provide against the infirmity of others. It had
therefore been well if Dauid had risen earlier, to attend the
affaires of State; And it had been well, if Bathsheba had bathed
within doores, and with more caution. (V, 303)

Calvin may perhaps be credited with uncommon prudence in not

addressing himself to this historical problem.
While Calvin has nothing to say ofBathsheba's guiltor innocence,

he makes his commentary on this Psalm an occasion to argue his own
doctrineofsin and redemption in sharp contrastwithCatholic teaching.
He andBellarmine agree that verse 5 (6 in theVulgate), "Behold, Iwas
born in iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me," refers to

original sin, but forCalvin original sinmeans total depravity such that
even gracewill neveractually restore human nature. Hence he takes the
clause "blot out all mine iniquities" in verse 9 to mean that God will

ignore our sins but not actually remove them: "This represents our
justification as consisting in a voluntary act of God, by which he

condescends to forget all our iniquities; and it represents ourcleansing
to consist in the receptionofagratuitous pardon." 16 A corollary of this
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view of grace is the doctrine of infallible perseverance of the saints.

Although David appears to fear the loss ofGod's favor, there is no real
danger:

It is natural that the saints, when they have fallen into sin, and
have thus done what they could do to expel the grace of God,
should feel anxiety on this point; but it is their duty to hold fast
the truth that grace is the incorruptible seed of God, which never

can perish in any heart where it has been deposited. 17

Now Donne's language is very different. Perseverance is a

contingentmatter, and sins must be taken away, notmerely forgotten:

David gives no man rule nor example of other assurance in God,
then in the remission of sins: Not that any precontract or Election
makes our sins no sins, or makes our sins no hindrances in our

way of salvation, or that we are in Gods favour at that time when
we sin, nor returned to his favour before we repent our sin; It is
only this expeccation, this unsinning, this taking away of sins

formerly committed, that restores me. (V, 308)

What ismore, the language he uses is very similar to the language used
byBellarmine in defendingCatholic teaching as he comments on verse
7 of theMiserere Psalm: "Purgemewithhyssope, and I shallbe clean."
"This cleansing," Donne says, "is that disposition, which God by his
grace, infuses into us." The second half of the verse, he continues,
requires "a farther degree of cleanenesse": "And that grace against
relapses, the giftofsanctification, and perseverance, is that thatDavid
askes in his otherPetition, Lavame, Washme, and!shallbewhiter then
snow" (V, 312).

Bellarmine deploys the language ofinfused grace and justification
several times in the course of his commentary on the psalm with the

specific purpose of refuting theCalvinist view. Commenting on verse
4, "Wash me yet more and more from my iniquity, and cleanse me of
my sin," Bellarmine remarks that David seeks "more and more to be

justified through a greater infusion ofgrace, that his evil habitsmay be
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removed, his concupiscence bemortified, and his soul becomewhiter,
andmorebeautiful." 1 8 Bellarmine links verse 12, "Create a clean heart
inme,God: and renew a right spiritwithinmybowels," to the verse that
is the text ofDonne's sermon:

Here he responds to those words, "You will wash me, and I shall
be whiter than snow": for he asks not only that God blot out his

sins, but also that He infuse justice, which will renew his soul
and make it beautiful and splendid again. This is also against the
heretics, who maintain that justification is remission of sins
alone."

Finally, Bellarmine reads verse 12, "Cast me not away from thy face:
and take not thy holy spirit from me," as a plea for the grace of

perseverance; and he links it, likeDonne, to the notionofbeingwashed
andmadewhiter than snow. Without the"giftofperseverance" (donum
perseueranticei the washing will be of no avail."

Since there is ample evidence that Donne frequently consulted
Bellarmine's commentaryon thePsalms, thesimilarity in their language
and their conception of grace and justification should not be regarded
as a coincidence. Donne was never reluctant to attack Bellarmine and
other Jesuits on contested points, so we must infer that he was in
substantial agreement on these issues, and that he was deliberately, if
discreetly, distancing himselffromCalvin's rigorous double predesti­
narian theology. There is no reason to doubt thatDonne's patriotism as

well as his fidelity to the Church of England led him to regard the
Roman Catholic Church, and especially the Jesuits, as a threat. How­
ever, his demurral in the faceofsomeofthemoreprominent featuresof
Calvinist doctrine, and his acceptance-albeit equivocal-of a great
deal of the Catholic tradition--especially in its pre-Tridentine form­
suggest that theReformationwas hardlymonolithic orconsistent, and
that the via media was a reality two centuries before the Oxford
Movement.

North Carolina State University
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