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Resurrections in Donne’s “A Hymne to God the Father”
and “Hymne to God my God, in my sicknesse”

Joseph E. Duncan

Between 1620 and 1630 John Donne preached eleven sermons on
the resurrection,! building on a threefold interpretation of resurrection
in five of these sermons, including three Easter sermons. In this threefold
interpretation the first conception is that of a resurrection from persecu-
tion or calamities, for a society or for an individual. The second concep-
tion is that of a resurrection from sin through grace in this life. The third
conception is that of the resurrection to glory, the resurrection of the
saved with a transfigured body, to dwell eternally in heaven. Donne
emphasized that all three conceptions were rooted in the resurrection of
Christ.

Examined in the light of Donne’s sermons on resurrection, his “A
Hymne to God the Father” and “Hymne to God my God, in my sick-
nesse,”2 while making no clear reference to a resurrection from persecu-
tion or calamities, dramatize the second and third conceptions. They
reveal an assurance of the resurrection of the soul from sin in this life and
accept this spiritual resurrection as an “infallible seale” (as Donne calls it
in one sermon) of the resurrection of the body to glory.3 Donne’s
sermons on the resurrection provide an illuminating context for the
spiritual experience of the speaker in these two hymns. Apparently
written during Donne’s grave illness in late 1623, both poems may be
read as his poetic interpretation of his spiritual experience. They reveal
successive aspects of the speaker’s spiritual experience, but with the
reverse of the order in which the poems are usually printed.

The conception of the spiritual resurrection from sin was derived from
various passages in the New Testament, especially from the resurrection
referred to in Revelations 20:6: “Blessed and holy is he that hath part in
the first resurrection: on such the second death hath no power, but they
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shall be priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign with him a thousand
years.”4 Although many early Christian commentators interpreted the
“first resurrection” literally as the actual reign of Christ on earth with the
glorified martyrs for a thousand years, Donne along with many Protest-
ant writers followed Saint Augustine and the Geneva Bible in interpret-
ingitasa spiritual resurrection in this life. In rejecting the literal interpre-
tation, Saint Augustine objected to the “immoderate carnal banquets”
and other material luxuries envisioned by the chiliasts or millenarians.>
The marginal commentary in the Geneva Bible explains that the “first
resurrection” is “to receiue lesus Christ in true faith, and to rise from
sinne in newenes of life.”6 Donne was thoroughly familiar with the
Geneva Bible; he used it throughout his Essays in Divinity and quoted
from it frequently in his sermons.”

In describing resurrections, in sermons both before and after the
hymns of 1623, Donne makes use of the Christian tradition, but with
creativity and flexibility. He follows Saint Augustine and others in inter-
preting various New Testament references to “the dead,” including
several in 1 Corinthians 15, as referring to the spiritually dead. In
showing that the spiritual and bodily resurrections were linked since the
time of the early Church, he refers to Tertullian’s “elegant” statement
that God gave us as earnest the Holy Spirit and we gave Heaven as
earnest the body of Christ. After Tertullian, Donne says that “it grew
indifferent” whether certain passages be accepted as referring to the
spiritual or the bodily resurrection. Without naming them, Donne cred-
its many ministers of the Reformed Church with giving a spiritual inter-
pretation to Revelations 20:6.8 In presenting these concepts, Donne
moves freely, analyzing his texts, providing a wealth of illustration, and
appealing forcefully to those addressed. He is frequently felicitous in
linking the spiritual and baodily resurrections. He who has experienced
the spiritual resurrection has “an infallible seale” of the bodily resurrec-
tion, “a fulnesse of glory in body, as well as in soule.” Christ “mingles his
Kingdomes . . . makes the Kingdome of Grace, and the Kingdome of
Glory, all one.”? We have “Glory in the end, and Grace in the way.”
Donne speaks of “the consolation which we receive whilest we are In
via, here upon our way in this world, out of the contemplation of that
Resurrection to glory, which we shall have In Patria, athome in heaven.”
The spiritual and bodily resurrections correspond to each other and
provide arguments and evidence for each other.10

This assurance of the spiritual resurrection and the joy in the certainty
of the physical resurrection appear to be at the heart of the spiritual
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experience in Donne’s “A Hymne to God the Father” and “Hymne to
God my God, in my sicknesse.” These two poems are closely related and
reflect successive stages in the pattern of spiritual experience discussed
repeatedly in the sermons. “A Hymne to God the Father” shows a
hard-won resurrection from sin through Donne’s faith and repentance
and God's grace and glory. The “Hymne to God my God .. ."” shows the
joy in the spiritual resurrection as an “infallible seale” of the resurrection
to glory.

Though some critics have emphasized the sense of sin, fear, and
irresolution in “A Hymne to God the Father,”1! this poem, while it shows
Donne’s awareness of sin, is marked by his confidence that his sins are
forgiven. These are sins which Donne has confessed and continues to
confess and which God has forgiven and continues to forgive. In con-
fessing his sins frankly and fully, “more” and “more,” Donne expresses a
repentance that is vital to the spiritual resurrection. Elsewhere, also,
Donne writes of his belief in his own spiritual resurrection. In his poem
“To Mr. Tilman after he had taken orders” (1619-20), Donne implies that
he too, after taking orders, has experienced spiritual regeneration, felt
“new feather'd with coelestiall love” {I. 22).72 Moreover, Donne’s Devo-
tions upon Emergent Occasions, written at about the same time as “A
Hymne to God the Father,” expresses a similar pattern of sin and
forgiveness. Addressing God, Donne sees his rising from his sickbed as
“by thy grace, and earnest” of a “resurrection from sinne” and to
“everlasting glory.” Donne speaks of “those sinnes, which | have truely
repented and thou has fully pardoned” but he knows that he has to
depend on “to morrowes grace too.”13

One of the closest parallels to the spiritual experience described in “A
Hymne to God the Father” occurs in one of Donne’s sermons of 1624.
One passage is a public statement of the steps in sin and spiritual
resurrection that are expressed privately in the hymn; in fact, it could
serve as Donne’s commentary on his hymn. In this sermon Donne
speaks of sinning as ““a sinking, a falling” ever lower, “from Originall into
Actuall, into Habituall sins,” but then proceeds to the great theme of the
sermon: “sin is a death, and that needs a resurrection.” Through the
spiritual resurrection God raises one from the “death past,” “present
death,” and “future death” of sin.'4 The same pattern appears in the
“Hymne to God the Father.” As Donne confesses and God forgives one
kind of sin after another, he is raised from spiritual death. The hymn is
structured to lead through the confession of sins to the assurance of the
resurrection from sin and the consequent resurrection to glory. Donne
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goes on to confess “more” sins after he feels those just related have been
forgiven. The pattern of the poem leads from the forgiveness of original
sin (“that sinne where | begunne”), of actual sin (“by which | wonne
others to sinne”), of habitual sin (that he has “wallowd in, a score”) and,
finally, to the forgiveness of his “sinne of feare” that he will perish.
Donne may fear despair in envisioning death and damnation, but his
experience with God’s forgiveness and his faith in God'’s promise to
Abraham (Genesis 22:16-17) assure him that, as expressed in the Devo-
tions, he can depend on “to morrowes grace too.” He also knows that
the “second death” of damnation has no power over one who “hath part
in the first resurrection” (Revelations 20:6). At the conclusion of the
poem the confrontation between man’s sins and God’s forgiveness is
resolved as Donne’s last sin is forgiven: “l have no more.” God wants
Donne and Donne understands this. He says, “When thou hast done”
(not if), “having done that,” and “Thou hast done.” Donne’s spiritual
resurrection is already “perfected in the eyes of God" 15 through his faith
in God’s promise that includes Donne as a son of “God the Father.”
Whether or not Donne was responsible for the title of this hymn, it is
aptly addressed to “the Father.” The fatherhood of God is closely related
to the forgiveness of sin and the spiritual resurrection in Scripture and in
Donne’s thought in this poem. According to Saint Paul, those who have
been raised from sin by the Spirit that raised Christ from the dead (those
who have experienced a spiritual resurrection) have received the Spirit
of adoption, whereby we cry, “Abba, Father” (Romans 8:10-15). The
Geneva Bible commentary on this passage concludes that “we consider
not God now as a rigorous Lord, but as a moste mercifull Father.” in the
Devotions God as forgiving father addresses Donne’s soul as “My
Sonne.”1® God, in this hymn, is no longer the jealous lover of earlier
poems, but is like the forgiving father of the parable of the prodigal son.
Donne is like the son who “was dead, and is alive again” (Luke 15:32).
At the conclusion of the hymn, without waiting for an answer, Donne
assumes that God will “Sweare by thy selfe” that at his death “Thy Sunne/
Shall shine as it shines now, and heretofore.” God’s swearing by
himself to Abraham (Genesis 22:16) is interpreted in Hebrews 6:13-20
as an immutable commitment to the “heirs of promise.”” Donne’s hope
in this promise, described as the “anchor of the soul” (Hebrews 6:18),
may go back to the time of his ordination and may be reflected in his seal
of Christ upon an anchor.!8 In the hymn Donne confidently expects
confirmation of his inclusion as a son in the promise. Similarly, in a
sermon of 1622 on Romans 8:16 (“The Spirit itself beareth witness with
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our spirit, that we are the children of God”), Donne asserts that he was
“by a spirituall engrafting, transmigration, and transplantation” one of
those within the promise to Abraham who were children of God, “heires
of glory, and heires of the eternity of heaven.”"®

Donne’s desire that at his death “Thy Sunne / Shall shine” is illumi-
nated by a passage in a sermon of 1619. Christ brings salvation near as
“Saviour of the World, ... Saviour of that body.” Then when God closes
your eyes, Donne says, “Ecce salvator tuus venit, behold then a new
light, thy saviours hand shall open thine eyes, and in his light shalt thou
see light,” see that in God'’s eyes you are like a Colossus, “with one foot
in the grave but with one footin heaven.””20 The Son’s shining will be an
assurance of Donne’s resurrection to glory, of which the spiritual resur-
rection was indeed “an infallible seale.” God “hast done” and has
Donne, body and soul. 1zaak Walton wrote of this hymn as “expressing
the great joy that then possest his [Donne’s] soul in the Assurance of
Gods favour to him when he Composed it” and also as bringing Donne
“thoughts of joy” when he heard it sung.2’ Walton’s account, though it
may be questioned, becomes credible if Donne is writing in this hymn of
a spiritual resurrection, of the “Angelicall comfort” in forgiveness that he
described in a sermon of 1621/2.22

Although in editions of Donne’s poems the “Hymne to God my God
... customarily precedes “A Hymne to God the Father,” the pattern of
the spiritual experience suggests reading and interpreting these poems
in the reverse order. These two poems are bound together by their titles
and relation to music, by rhyme and approximate rhyme, and by imag-
ery. “A Hymne to God the Father” is an earthly hymn, reviewing
Donne’s life in the past and up to the time of his anticipated death;
according to Walton, it was sung by the choir of St. Paul’s Cathedral.23
The “Hymne to God my God . . .” is the tuning and preparation for a
heavenly hymn and looks ahead to death and a future “for evermore”
and to the singing of heavenly hymns with the “Quire of Saints.”
Commenting on the genres represented in these poems, Barbara Kiefer
Lewalski sees “A Hymne to God the Father” as related to the anthem or
congregational hymn, but argues that the title “Hymne” to the poem
addressed to “God my God” is ““a deliberate misnomer.” The poem is
“an occasional meditation-cum-sermon, which provides the tuning
necessary for the singing of true hymns, a genre onne now identifies with
the sublime praises of the choir of saints, and will not attempt to sing on
earth.””24

Both the pattern in the rhyme and the pattern in the imagery of these
two poems seem to begin with “A Hymne to God the Father.” This hymn



188 John Donne Journal

depends throughout its three stanzas on two rhymes, introduced in the
first two lines by “begunne” and “before.” Two rhyme words occur in
both hymns; the original sin “done before” in the hymn to “the Father” is
matched by thinking “now before” entering heaven in the hymn to “God
my God,” and a “doore” to sin is matched by the “dore” to “that Holy
roome.” In addition, the key rhyme on “more” appears in the last line of
the hymn to “the Father” in “I have no more” and reappears in the
second line of “Hymne to God my God .. .” in “thy Quire of Saints for
evermore.” The important “done” rhyme in “A Hymne to God the
Father” is suggested in the approximate rhyme introduced by “growne”
in the second stanza and “Crowne” in the final stanza of “Hymne to God
my God. ...” However, the third stanza of the poem to “God my God”
has “none,” “one,” and “Resurrection,” so that “Re-sur-rec-tion”
rhymes with “done” (Donne) of the hymn to “the Father.” The “done”
rhyme reappears in exact rhyme only in this stanza, and “Resurrection”
appears at approximately the center of the poem.

These poems are also bound together by the imagery of a journey
through earthly life to everlasting life. Donne “begunne” with original
sin, has run and continues to run through actual sin, wandered from the
way in wallowing in habitual sin, and finally was fearful that he would
stop his journey altogether and “perish on the shore.” But with God’s
forgiveness and promise, his journey continues. The end of “A Hymne to
God the Father” leads to the beginning of the “the Hymne to God my
Cod . ..”: “Thou hast done” (Donne), and “l am comming. . ..” No
longer afraid of perishing on the shore, Donne is ready for the voyage.
The journey through straits from West to East leads to the Resurrection.
He is so close that he feels that he is “at the dore” of “that Holy Roome.”
From its first line the “Hymne to God my God . . .” reflects not only the
confidence, but the joy of one who has experienced the spiritual resur-
rection and knows that this is positive assurance of his physical resurrec-
tion. The nearer death seems, the greater is the joy. But this joy and
anticipation are possible only because of Donne’s repentance and
God'’s forgiveness in accordance with his promise essed in “A Hymne to
God the Father.” The two poems comprise the quest that leads out of
“my home” (l. 16) in the earthly paradise and finally back to “my home”
forever in “that Holy Roome.”

Two critics have given particular attention to Donne’s interpretation
of the resurrection in the “Hymne to God my God. ...” Kathryn Kremen
views Donne as still seeking the spiritual resurrection, as “in the other
divine poems concerning penance.” Donne preaches his “sermon” (the
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poem) on his “text” (his sick body) to his soul. “Donne speaks of his
present sickness as physical death and of his future health as the spiritual
resurrection”2s From a different perspective, Clay Hunt views the hymn
as “the last in that long series of Debates between the Body and the
Soul.” Donne “would be quit of the body.” Hunt does not refer to the
spiritual resurrection, but notes, “It is significant, | believe, that the
resurrection’ to which Donne looks in this poem does not include the
resurrection of the body, but the resurrection of the soul in heaven.”26
Other critics have either not mentioned or not defined the resurrection
in this poem; Louis Martz, for example, in his analysis has spoken only of
the concept of redemption in the poem.2”

However, examining the “Hymne to God my God ...” in relation to
Donne’s sermons reveals that the speaker has experienced the spiritual
resurrection and moves with unswerving confidence toward the resur-
rection of the body to glory. In his Easter sermon of 1624 Donne speaks
of a “holy confidence.”28 Such confidence is, indeed, exhibited
throughout this poem: “Since | am comming to that Holy roome,”
“death doth touch the Resurrection,” and “that he may raise the Lord
throws down.” The joy in approaching death through suffering would
not be possible without the spiritual resurrection: “| joy, that in these
straits, | see my West.” As in a sermon of 1626, Donne both recognizes
the “present Resurrection” from sin and anticipates the bodily resurrec-
tion “In Via" as he wonders which of the proposed sites of the earthly
paradise best represents his “patria.”2% This is a journey through the
straits of death to the resurrection to glory “for evermore.” For Donne,
“the Resurrection” is more than salvation. Not only is he saved from
eternal damnation, with his sins forgiven, but he eagerly envisions the
whole man, body and soul, as living joyfully in the divine presence for
eternity. The anticipation of the glory of the physical resurrection suf-
fuses the whole poem. The body is essential to Donne’s view of the
resurrection to glory and of heaven. Very explicitly, he states: “I am not
received into heaven, if my body be left out.”30 He rejoices that it will be
the same body, though transfigured. In fact, Christ's transfiguration
provides the best idea of the resurrected body. The glorified body will
have physical attributes, so after the resurrection man can worship God
in different positions. The body will also be characterized by brightness,
nimbleness, and subtlety.3

Donne’s sermons further illuminate his conception of the resurrec-
tion in “Hymne to God my God. . ..” They deal persistently with what
happens to the faithful after death; the soul goes immediately to heaven
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while the body lies dead until the transformed body is reunited with the
soul after the Last jJudgment. Donne consistently distinguishes between
the fate of the soul and of the body and speaks repeatedly of “the
Resurrection” as the raising of the reunited soul and body .32 In only one
sermon (Easter 1624), the one on which Hunt depends for his interpre-
tation of the poem, does Donne refer to the soul’s entry into heaven as a
resurrection. He states that “though the soul cannot be said properly to
have a resurrection,” yet the state of the soul in heaven “is by very good
Expositors called a Resurrection.” But this interpretation is cited only as
one of four non-literal interpretations of Revelations 20:6 (the “first
resurrection”) developed by earlier commentators. indeed, later in the
same sermon Donne argues that the soul is resurrected from a state of
deprivation when it rejoins the body.33

In early 1623 or before, in preaching of the resurrection of the body to
glory, Donne is positive, insistent, and eloquent. Even heaven cannot
have a “consummate perfection, till it have bodies too,” and when
separated from the body, “this soule is the less perfect for this separa-
tion.”34 Donne links man, Christ, and the physical resurrection. He
anticipates saying to Christ: “l am of the same stuffe as you, Body and
body, Flesh and flesh. ...” “If the flesh of man were not to be saved,” says
Donne, “the Author of salvation would never have taken the flesh of
man upon him."”35

Donne’s vision of the resurrection both in the sermons and in the
“Hymne” itself indicates strongly that “the Resurrection” toward which
he journeys, “the Resurrection” so joyfully anticipated, is not the state of
the soul in heaven for a limited time, but the resurrection of the body to
glory “for evermore.” This is the basis of his identifying himself with
Christ throughout the poem. As Christ rose in the body, so Donne will
rise in the body. In Donne's vision “death doth touch the Resurrection”
(I. 15) as surely and as immediately as Christ’s kingdoms of grace and
glory “are one” (I. 14). Indeed, in Donne’s view, death and the physical
resurrection “are one.” The body to be raised is like an arrow just shot
toward its target, the resurrection. In the sermons and in the “Hymne to
God my God...,” “the Resurrection” is viewed from the perspective of
the whole man, the reunited soul and body. Donne is both dramatic and
explicit: “. . . he that has come to death, is come to the Resurrection,
because he hath not another step to make, another foote to goe, another
minute to count, till he be at the Resurrection.” “The first thing that we
shall doe after this death, is to rise againe.”3¢ The dying man passes
immediately from physical suffering to physical resurrection.
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Donne’s desire to “tune the instrument here at the dore” shows the
first stanza as revealing the harmony between crucifixion and resurrec-
tion, God'’s throwing down and raising up, which is found throughout
the rest of the poem. The tuning is probably an allusion to Christ’s
sinews, stretched as a harp or psaltery at his crucifixion. This idea is
derived chiefly from Psalm 57 (A.V.), known for centuries as the Easter
Psalm, even in the Reformed Church. The Book of Common Prayer
designates it as proper for Easter.37 In the key lines “Awake up, my glory;
awake psaltery and harp” (57:8) God was seen as making divine music
through the crucifixion of Christ, but also as calling Christ to his escape
from the cross and to his resurrection. As Cassiodorus wrote in the sixth
century, “the harp” means the glorious Passion which with stretched
sinews and counted bones sounded forth his [Christ’s] bitter suffering as
in a spiritual song.38 As Donne identifies himself with Christ, he harmo-
nizes the music of “stretched sinews,” of physical suffering, with the
music of glorified bodies praising God. Donne’s perception of the close
relationship between these is reflected in his confident statement: “All
that we shall say, and sing in heaven, will be of his Passion, accom-
plished at Jerusalem. ...”39 He realizes that it is "Christs Crosse” coming
after “Adams Tree” that has made possible his own spiritual resurrection
and his confidence in the resurrection to glory.

However, it is important that Donne adds new elements, not in the
Easter Psalm, when he determines to tune himself as the instrument, for
“I shall be made thy Musique” (I. 3). Donne’s tuning, like Christ’s
crucifixion, is part of a harmony that unites God and man, death, and
resurrection, the soul and the body, terrestrial and celestial music.
Though Donne perceives himself as tuning himself, it is God who has
thrown him down into his suffering and death as a way of raising him up.
Donne’s idea of tuning himself may also owe something to the interpre-
tation in which the harp refers to Christ as man in his suffering and the
psaltery, with its higher registry, to Christ as the redeeming Son,%° as at
the conclusion of “A Hymne to God the Father.” Donne, too, is part flesh
and part soul, and as harp and psaltery are blended in harmony, so
Donne will share Christ’s earthly crown of thorns and also his celestial
“other Crowne” of glory. Through his tuning and his identification with
Christ, he mounts from an earthly perception to a heavenly perception.

If Donne has experienced the spiritual resurrection, we may ask, why
does he need to “tune the Instrument” and why does he need to preach
“my Sermon to my owne” soul. To tune the instrument is partly God’s
will and partly Donne’s will, his voluntary acceptance of God’s will. It is
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his understanding, through suffering and death, of the harmony between
the human and the divine perception of suffering and death, resurrec-
tion and glorification. He tunes the instrument in the confidence that he
will be “for evermore” a part of the celestial harmony that represents the
divine order in the universe. The line “And what | must doe then, thinke
here before” (1. 12) parallels the contrast between the “here” and “there”
(. 12) in the sonnet “At the round earths imagin’d corners,”4! but now
Donne, though “here,” is ready for the “there” and “then” of the
hereafter. To tune the instrument is to “thinke now” and to understand
and accept the harmony between the human and the divine. Both the
“Hymne” and the sermon embody this harmony, though from different
perspectives. The poem is addressed to God, and the sermon is
addressed “to my owne” soul. In tuning himself, in accepting suffering
and preparing for death, Donne composes the poem and chooses the
text on which, he prays, he may deliver the sermon to himself. The text
(“that he may raise the Lord throws down”) grows directly out of
Donne’s identifying himself with Christ’s suffering and resurrection. The
text is chosen by Donne, but reveals God’s will. The poet’s tuning of
himself creates an inner harmony in which the preacher and the auditor
are the same. Understanding and acceptance become one.

At the conclusion of the poem Donne envisions himself as participat-
ing with Christ in the resurrection to glory and in the divine harmony.
The notion of Christ’s blood embracing Donne’s soul suggests a close,
loving, and purifying relationship that is both physical and spiritual. The
reference to Christ’s blood also suggests “his thornes” and “purple”
robe, but also “his other Crowne” and the purple robe of royalty.
Through Christ’s blood Donne is completely identified with Christ;
Donne prays to be “in his purple wrapp’d” and to be given “his other
Crowne.” These are Christ’s; they are real and a part of the resurrection
to glory. Donne’s words in a sermon, in which the images closely parallel
those in the poem, show again how closely in Donne’s vision “death
doth touch the Resurrection.” He says, “The Resurrection then, being
the Coronation of man, his Death, and lying down in the grave, is his
enthroning, his sitting down in that chayre, where he is to receive that
Crowne.”"42

Before his illness of 1623 Donne had explained in a sermon: “As
Adam was made to enjoy an immortality in his body,” after man has
sinned and created death “God takes death, and makes it a means of
glorifying of his body, in heaven.”43 This is God’s harmony, which
Donne summarizes as the text of his sermon to his own soul and
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expresses in the last line of the hymn: “Therefore that he may raise the
Lord throws down.” Donne himself participates in God’s harmony of
throwing down and raising up as in suffering he joyfully tunes the
instrument which will be part of the celestial music after the resurrection

to glory.
Donne’s resurrection sermons, “A Hymne to God the Father,” and

“Hymne to God my God, in my sicknesse,” together with passages from
his Devotions upon Emergent Occasion, reveal a remarkable unity.
Christian doctrine and spiritual experience fuse. The sermons and the
poems are suffused with the fervor of Donne’s belief in the spiritual
resurrection and the resurrection to glory. This unity is reflected in
“Hymne to God my God . . .,” in which the theme of the poem and the
sermon preached to “mine owne” soul are the same; moreover, the
“Hymne,” which expresses Donne’s spiritual tuning, is the fulfillment of
the spiritual resurrection described publicly in the sermons and privately
in “A Hymne to God the Father,” and again publicly, if Walton is correct,
when the hymn was “often sung to the Organ by the Choristers of St.
Pauls Church,"44
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