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TO THE MOST EXCELLENT PRINCE,


PRINCE CHARLES.




MOST EXCELLENT PRINCE,




I have had three births; one, natural, when I came into the world; one,

supernatural, when I entered into the ministry; and now, a preternatural

birth, in returning to life, from this sickness. In my second birth,

your Highness' royal father vouchsafed me his hand, not only to sustain

me in it, but to lead me to it. In this last birth, I myself am born a

father: this child of mine, this book, comes into the world, from me,

and with me. And therefore, I presume (as I did the father, to the

Father) to present the son to the Son; this image of my humiliation, to

the lively image of his Majesty, your Highness. It might be enough, that

God hath seen my devotions: but examples of good kings are commandments;

and Hezekiah writ the meditations of his sickness, after his sickness.

Besides, as I have lived to see (not as a witness only, but as a

partaker), the happiness of a part of your royal father's time, so shall

I live (in my way) to see the happiness of the times of your Highness

too, if this child of mine, inanimated by your gracious acceptation, may

so long preserve alive the memory of


Your Highness humblest and devotedest,


JOHN DONNE.
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I Insultus morbi primus.






The first Alteration, the first Grudging, of the Sickness.
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Variable, and therefore miserable condition of man! this minute I was

well, and am ill, this minute. I am surprised with a sudden change, and

alteration to worse, and can impute it to no cause, nor call it by any

name. We study health, and we deliberate upon our meats, and drink, and

air, and exercises, and we hew and we polish every stone that goes to

that building; and so our health is a long and a regular work: but in a

minute a cannon batters all, overthrows all, demolishes all; a sickness

unprevented for all our diligence, unsuspected for all our curiosity;

nay, undeserved, if we consider only disorder, summons us, seizes us,

possesses us, destroys us in an instant. O miserable condition of man!

which was not imprinted by God, who, as he is immortal himself, had put

a coal, a beam of immortality into us, which we might have blown into a

flame, but blew it out by our first sin; we beggared ourselves by

hearkening after false riches, and infatuated ourselves by hearkening

after false knowledge. So that now, we do not only die, but die upon the

rack, die by the torment of sickness; nor that only, but are

pre-afflicted, super-afflicted with these jealousies and suspicions and

apprehensions of sickness, before we can call it a sickness: we are not

sure we are ill; one hand asks the other by the pulse, and our eye asks

our own urine how we do. O multiplied misery! we die, and cannot enjoy

death, because we die in this torment of sickness; we are tormented with

sickness, and cannot stay till the torment come, but pre-apprehensions

and presages prophesy those torments which induce that death before

either come; and our dissolution is conceived in these first changes,

quickened in the sickness itself, and born in death, which bears date

from these first changes. Is this the honour which man hath by being a

little world, that he hath these earthquakes in himself, sudden

shakings; these lightnings, sudden flashes; these thunders, sudden

noises; these eclipses, sudden offuscations and darkening of his senses;

these blazing stars, sudden fiery exhalations; these rivers of blood,

sudden red waters? Is he a world to himself only therefore, that he hath

enough in himself, not only to destroy and execute himself, but to

presage that execution upon himself; to assist the sickness, to antedate

the sickness, to make the sickness the more irremediable by sad

apprehensions, and, as if he would make a fire the more vehement by

sprinkling water upon the coals, so to wrap a hot fever in cold

melancholy, lest the fever alone should not destroy fast enough without

this contribution, nor perfect the work (which is destruction) except we

joined an artificial sickness of our own melancholy, to our natural, our

unnatural fever. O perplexed discomposition, O riddling distemper, O

miserable condition of man!




I. EXPOSTULATION.
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If I were but mere dust and ashes I might speak unto the Lord, for the

Lord's hand made me of this dust, and the Lord's hand shall re-collect

these ashes; the Lord's hand was the wheel upon which this vessel of

clay was framed, and the Lord's hand is the urn in which these ashes

shall be preserved. I am the dust and the ashes of the temple of the

Holy Ghost, and what marble is so precious? But I am more than dust and

ashes: I am my best part, I am my soul. And being so, the breath of God,

I may breathe back these pious expostulations to my God: My God, my God,

why is not my soul as sensible as my body? Why hath not my soul these

apprehensions, these presages, these changes, these antidates, these

jealousies, these suspicions of a sin, as well as my body of a sickness?

Why is there not always a pulse in my soul to beat at the approach of a

temptation to sin? Why are there not always waters in mine eyes, to

testify my spiritual sickness? I stand in the way of temptations,

naturally, necessarily; all men do so; for there is a snake in every

path, temptations in every vocation; but I go, I run, I fly into the

ways of temptation which I might shun; nay, I break into houses where

the plague is; I press into places of temptation, and tempt the devil

himself, and solicit and importune them who had rather be left

unsolicited by me. I fall sick of sin, and am bedded and bedrid, buried

and putrified in the practice of sin, and all this while have no

presage, no pulse, no sense of my sickness. O height, O depth of misery,

where the first symptom of the sickness is hell, and where I never see

the fever of lust, of envy, of ambition, by any other light than the

darkness and horror of hell itself, and where the first messenger that

speaks to me doth not say, "Thou mayest die," no, nor "Thou must die,"

but "Thou art dead;" and where the first notice that my soul hath of her

sickness is irrecoverableness, irremediableness: but, O my God, Job did

not charge thee foolishly in his temporal afflictions, nor may I in my

spiritual. Thou hast imprinted a pulse in our soul, but we do not

examine it; a voice in our conscience, but we do not hearken unto it. We

talk it out, we jest it out, we drink it out, we sleep it out; and when

we wake, we do not say with Jacob, Surely the Lord is in this place,

and I knew it not: but though we might know it, we do not, we will not.

But will God pretend to make a watch, and leave out the spring? to make

so many various wheels in the faculties of the soul, and in the organs

of the body, and leave out grace, that should move them? or will God

make a spring, and not wind it up? Infuse his first grace, and not

second it with more, without which we can no more use his first grace

when we have it, than we could dispose ourselves by nature to have it?

But alas, that is not our case; we are all prodigal sons, and not

disinherited; we have received our portion, and mispent it, not been

denied it. We are God's tenants here, and yet here, he, our landlord,

pays us rents; not yearly, nor quarterly, but hourly, and quarterly;

every minute he renews his mercy, but we will not understand, lest that

we should be converted, and he should heal us.1






I. PRAYER.
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O eternal and most gracious God, who, considered in thyself, art a

circle, first and last, and altogether; but, considered in thy working

upon us, art a direct line, and leadest us from our beginning, through

all our ways, to our end, enable me by thy grace to look forward to mine

end, and to look backward too, to the considerations of thy mercies

afforded me from the beginning; that so by that practice of considering

thy mercy, in my beginning in this world, when thou plantedst me in the

Christian church, and thy mercy in the beginning in the other world,

when thou writest me in the book of life, in my election, I may come to

a holy consideration of thy mercy in the beginning of all my actions

here: that in all the beginnings, in all the accesses and approaches, of

spiritual sicknesses of sin, I may hear and hearken to that voice, O

thou man of God, there is death in the pot,2 and so refrain from that

which I was so hungerly, so greedily flying to. A faithful ambassador

is health,3 says thy wise servant Solomon. Thy voice received in the

beginning of a sickness, of a sin, is true health. If I can see that

light betimes, and hear that voice early, Then shall my light break

forth as the morning, and my health shall spring forth speedily.4

Deliver me therefore, O my God, from these vain imaginations; that it is

an over-curious thing, a dangerous thing, to come to that tenderness,

that rawness, that scrupulousness, to fear every concupiscence, every

offer of sin, that this suspicious and jealous diligence will turn to an

inordinate dejection of spirit, and a diffidence in thy care and

providence; but keep me still established, both in a constant

assurance, that thou wilt speak to me at the beginning of every such

sickness, at the approach of every such sin; and that, if I take

knowledge of that voice then, and fly to thee, thou wilt preserve me

from falling, or raise me again, when by natural infirmity I am fallen.

Do this, O Lord, for his sake, who knows our natural infirmities, for he

had them, and knows the weight of our sins, for he paid a dear price for

them, thy Son, our Saviour, Christ Jesus. Amen.




II. Post actio læsa.






The Strength and the function of the senses, and other faculties,

change and fail.
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The heavens are not the less constant, because they move continually,

because they move continually one and the same way. The earth is not the

more constant, because it lies still continually, because continually it

changes and melts in all the parts thereof. Man, who is the noblest part

of the earth, melts so away, as if he were a statue, not of earth, but

of snow. We see his own envy melts him, he grows lean with that; he will

say, another's beauty melts him; but he feels that a fever doth not melt

him like snow, but pour him out like lead, like iron, like brass melted

in a furnace; it doth not only melt him, but calcine him, reduce him to

atoms, and to ashes; not to water, but to lime. And how quickly? Sooner

than thou canst receive an answer, sooner than thou canst conceive the

question; earth is the centre of my body, heaven is the centre of my

soul; these two are the natural places of these two; but those go not

to these two in an equal pace: my body falls down without pushing; my

soul does not go up without pulling; ascension is my soul's pace and

measure, but precipitation my body's. And even angels, whose home is

heaven, and who are winged too, yet had a ladder to go to heaven by

steps. The sun which goes so many miles in a minute, the stars of the

firmament which go so very many more, go not so fast as my body to the

earth. In the same instant that I feel the first attempt of the disease,

I feel the victory; in the twinkling of an eye I can scarce see;

instantly the taste is insipid and fatuous; instantly the appetite is

dull and desireless; instantly the knees are sinking and strengthless;

and in an instant, sleep, which is the picture, the copy of death, is

taken away, that the original, death itself, may succeed, and that so I

might have death to the life. It was part of Adam's punishment, In the

sweat of thy brows thou shalt eat thy bread: it is multiplied to me, I

have earned bread in the sweat of my brows, in the labour of my calling,

and I have it; and I sweat again and again, from the brow to the sole of

the foot, but I eat no bread, I taste no sustenance: miserable

distribution of mankind, where one half lacks meat, and the other

stomach!




II. EXPOSTULATION.
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David professes himself a dead dog to his king Saul,5 and so doth

Mephibosheth to his king David,6 and yet David speaks to Saul, and

Mephibosheth to David. No man is so little, in respect of the greatest

man, as the greatest in respect of God; for here, in that, we have not

so much as a measure to try it by; proportion is no measure for

infinity. He that hath no more of this world but a grave; he that hath

his grave but lent him till a better man or another man must be buried

in the same grave; he that hath no grave but a dunghill, he that hath no

more earth but that which he carries, but that which he is, he that hath

not that earth which he is, but even in that is another's slave, hath as

much proportion to God, as if all David's worthies, and all the world's

monarchs, and all imagination's giants, were kneaded and incorporated

into one, and as though that one were the survivor of all the sons of

men, to whom God had given the world. And therefore how little soever I

be, as God calls things that are not, as though they were, I, who am

as though I were not, may call upon God, and say, My God, my God, why

comes thine anger so fast upon me? Why dost thou melt me, scatter me,

pour me like water upon the ground so instantly? Thou stayedst for the

first world, in Noah's time, one hundred and twenty years; thou stayedst

for a rebellious generation in the wilderness forty years, wilt thou

stay no minute for me? Wilt thou make thy process and thy decree, thy

citation and thy judgment, but one act? Thy summons, thy battle, thy

victory, thy triumph, all but one act; and lead me captive, nay, deliver

me captive to death, as soon as thou declarest me to be enemy, and so

cut me off even with the drawing of thy sword out of the scabbard, and

for that question, How long was he sick? leave no other answer, but that

the hand of death pressed upon him from the first minute? My God, my

God, thou wast not wont to come in whirlwinds, but in soft and gentle

air. Thy first breath breathed a soul into me, and shall thy breath blow

it out? Thy breath in the congregation, thy word in the church, breathes

communion and consolation here, and consummation hereafter; shall thy

breath in this chamber breathe dissolution and destruction, divorce and

separation? Surely it is not thou, it is not thy hand. The devouring

sword, the consuming fire, the winds from the wilderness, the diseases

of the body, all that afflicted Job, were from the hands of Satan; it is

not thou. It is thou, thou my God, who hast led me so continually with

thy hand, from the hand of my nurse, as that I know thou wilt not

correct me, but with thine own hand. My parents would not give me over

to a servant's correction, nor my God to Satan's. I am fallen into the

hands of God with David, and with David I see that his mercies are

great.7 For by that mercy, I consider in my present state, not the

haste and the despatch of the disease, in dissolving this body, so much

as the much more haste and despatch, which my God shall use, in

re-collecting and re-uniting this dust again at the resurrection. Then I

shall hear his angels proclaim the Surgite mortui, Rise, ye dead.

Though I be dead, I shall hear the voice; the sounding of the voice and

the working of the voice shall be all one; and all shall rise there in a

less minute than any one dies here.




II. PRAYER.
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O most gracious God, who pursuest and perfectest thine own purposes, and

dost not only remember me, by the first accesses of this sickness, that

I must die, but inform me, by this further proceeding therein, that I

may die now; who hast not only waked me with the first, but called me

up, by casting me further down, and clothed me with thyself, by

stripping me of my self, and by dulling my bodily senses to the meats

and eases of this world, hast whet and sharpened my spiritual senses to

the apprehension of thee; by what steps and degrees soever it shall

please thee to go, in the dissolution of this body, hasten, O Lord, that

pace, and multiply, O my God, those degrees, in the exaltation of my

soul toward thee now, and to thee then. My taste is not gone away, but

gone up to sit at David's table, to taste, and see, that the Lord is

good.8 My stomach is not gone, but gone up, so far upwards toward the

supper of the Lamb, with thy saints in heaven, as to the table, to the

communion of thy saints here in earth. My knees are weak, but weak

therefore that I should easily fall to and fix myself long upon my

devotions to thee. A sound heart is the life of the flesh;9 and a

heart visited by thee, and directed to thee, by that visitation is a

sound heart. There is no soundness in my flesh, because of thine

anger.10 Interpret thine own work, and call this sickness correction,

and not anger, and there is soundness in my flesh. There is no rest in

my bones, because of my sin;11 transfer my sins, with which thou art

so displeased, upon him with whom thou art so well pleased, Christ

Jesus, and there will be rest in my bones. And, O my God, who madest

thyself a light in a bush, in the midst of these brambles and thorns of

a sharp sickness, appear unto me so that I may see thee, and know thee

to be my God, applying thyself to me, even in these sharp and thorny

passages. Do this, O Lord, for his sake, who was not the less the King

of heaven for thy suffering him to be crowned with thorns in this world.
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III. Decubitus sequitur tandem.






The patient takes his bed.
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We attribute but one privilege and advantage to man's body above other

moving creatures, that he is not, as others, grovelling, but of an

erect, of an upright, form naturally built and disposed to the

contemplation of heaven. Indeed it is a thankful form, and recompenses

that soul, which gives it, with carrying that soul so many feet higher

towards heaven. Other creatures look to the earth; and even that is no

unfit object, no unfit contemplation for man, for thither he must come;

but because man is not to stay there, as other creatures are, man in his

natural form is carried to the contemplation of that place which is his

home, heaven. This is man's prerogative; but what state hath he in this

dignity? A fever can fillip him down, a fever can depose him; a fever

can bring that head, which yesterday carried a crown of gold five feet

towards a crown of glory, as low as his own foot to-day. When God came

to breathe into man the breath of life, he found him flat upon the

ground; when he comes to withdraw that breath from him again, he

prepares him to it by laying him flat upon his bed. Scarce any prison so

close that affords not the prisoner two or three steps. The anchorites

that barked themselves up in hollow trees and immured themselves in

hollow walls, that perverse man that barrelled himself in a tub, all

could stand or sit, and enjoy some change of posture. A sick bed is a

grave, and all that the patient says there is but a varying of his own

epitaph. Every night's bed is a type of the grave; at night we tell our

servants at what hour we will rise, here we cannot tell ourselves at

what day, what week, what month. Here the head lies as low as the foot;

the head of the people as low as they whom those feet trod upon; and

that hand that signed pardons is too weak to beg his own, if he might

have it for lifting up that hand. Strange fetters to the feet, strange

manacles to the hands, when the feet and hands are bound so much the

faster, by how much the cords are slacker; so much the less able to do

their offices, by how much more the sinews and ligaments are the looser.

In the grave I may speak through the stones, in the voice of my friends,

and in the accents of those words which their love may afford my memory;

here I am mine own ghost, and rather affright my beholders than instruct

them; they conceive the worst of me now, and yet fear worse; they give

me for dead now, and yet wonder how I do when they wake at midnight, and

ask how I do to-morrow. Miserable, and (though common to all) inhuman

posture, where I must practise my lying in the grave by lying still, and

not practise my resurrection by rising any more.




III. EXPOSTULATION.
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My God and my Jesus, my Lord and my Christ, my strength and my

salvation, I hear thee, and I hearken to thee, when thou rebukest thy

disciples, for rebuking them who brought children to thee; Suffer

little children to come to me, sayest thou.12 Is there a verier child

than I am now? I cannot say, with thy servant Jeremy, Lord, I am a

child, and cannot speak; but, O Lord, I am a sucking child, and cannot

eat; a creeping child, and cannot go; how shall I come to thee? Whither

shall I come to thee? To this bed? I have this weak and childish

frowardness too, I cannot sit up, and yet am loth to go to bed. Shall I

find thee in bed? Oh, have I always done so? The bed is not ordinarily

thy scene, thy climate: Lord, dost thou not accuse me, dost thou not

reproach to me my former sins, when thou layest me upon this bed? Is not

this to hang a man at his own door, to lay him sick in his own bed of

wantonness? When thou chidest us by thy prophet for lying in beds of

ivory13, is not thine anger vented; not till thou changest our beds

of ivory into beds of ebony? David swears unto thee, that he will not

go up into his bed, till he had built thee a house.14 To go up into

the bed denotes strength, and promises ease; but when thou sayest, that

thou wilt cast Jezebel into a bed, thou makest thine own comment upon

that; thou callest the bed tribulation, great tribulation.15 How shall

they come to thee whom thou hast nailed to their bed? Thou art in the

congregation, and I in a solitude: when the centurion's servant lay sick

at home,16 his master was fain to come to Christ; the sick man could

not. Their friend lay sick of the palsy, and the four charitable men

were fain to bring him to Christ; he could not come.17 Peter's wife's

mother lay sick of a fever, and Christ came to her; she could not come

to him.18 My friends may carry me home to thee, in their prayers in

the congregation; thou must come home to me in the visitation of thy

Spirit, and in the seal of thy sacrament. But when I am cast into this

bed my slack sinews are iron fetters, and those thin sheets iron doors

upon me; and, Lord, I have loved the habitation of thine house, and the

place where thine honour dwelleth.19 I lie here and say, Blessed are

they that dwell in thy house;20 but I cannot say, I will come into

thy house; I may say, In thy fear will I worship towards thy holy

temple;21 but I cannot say in thy holy temple. And, Lord, the zeal

of thy house eats me up,22 as fast as my fever; it is not a

recusancy, for I would come, but it is an excommunication, I must not.

But, Lord, thou art Lord of hosts, and lovest action; why callest thou

me from my calling? In the grave no man shall praise thee; in the door

of the grave, this sick bed, no man shall hear me praise thee. Thou hast

not opened my lips that my mouth might show thee thy praise, but that my

mouth might show forth thy praise. But thine apostle's fear takes hold

of me, that when I have preached to others, I myself should be a

castaway;23 and therefore am I cast down, that I might not be cast

away. Thou couldst take me by the head, as thou didst Habbakuk, and

carry me so; by a chariot, as thou didst Elijah,24 and carry me so;

but thou carriest me thine own private way, the way by which thou

carriedst thy Son, who first lay upon the earth and prayed, and then had

his exaltation, as himself calls his crucifying; and first descended

into hell, and then had his ascension. There is another station (indeed

neither are stations but prostrations) lower than this bed; to-morrow I

may be laid one story lower, upon the floor, the face of the earth; and

next day another story, in the grave, the womb of the earth. As yet God

suspends me between heaven and earth, as a meteor; and I am not in

heaven because an earthly body clogs me, and I am not in the earth

because a heavenly soul sustains me. And it is thine own law, O God,

that if a man be smitten so by another, as that he keep his bed, though

he die not, he that hurt him must take care of his healing, and

recompense him25. Thy hand strikes me into this bed; and therefore,

if I rise again, thou wilt be my recompense all the days of my life, in

making the memory of this sickness beneficial to me; and if my body fall

yet lower, thou wilt take my soul out of this bath, and present it to

thy Father, washed again, and again, and again, in thine own tears, in

thine own sweat, in thine own blood.




III. PRAYER.
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O most mighty and most merciful God, who, though thou have taken me off

of my feet, hast not taken me off of my foundation, which is thyself;

who, though thou have removed me from that upright form in which I could

stand and see thy throne, the heavens, yet hast not removed from me that

light by which I can lie and see thyself; who, though thou have weakened

my bodily knees, that they cannot bow to thee, hast yet left me the

knees of my heart; which are bowed unto thee evermore; as thou hast made

this bed thine altar, make me thy sacrifice; and as thou makest thy Son

Christ Jesus the priest, so make me his deacon, to minister to him in a

cheerful surrender of my body and soul to thy pleasure, by his hands. I

come unto thee, O God, my God, I come unto thee, so as I can come, I

come to thee, by embracing thy coming to me, I come in the confidence,

and in the application of thy servant David's promise, that thou wilt

make all my bed in my sickness;26 all my bed; that which way soever I

turn, I may turn to thee; and as I feel thy hand upon all my body, so I

may find it upon all my bed, and see all my corrections, and all my

refreshings to flow from one and the same, and all from thy hand. As

thou hast made these feathers thorns, in the sharpness of this sickness,

so, Lord, make these thorns feathers again, feathers of thy dove, in the

peace of conscience, and in a holy recourse to thine ark, to the

instruments of true comfort, in thy institutions and in the ordinances

of thy church. Forget my bed, O Lord, as it hath been a bed of sloth,

and worse than sloth; take me not, O Lord, at this advantage, to terrify

my soul with saying, Now I have met thee there where thou hast so often

departed from me; but having burnt up that bed by these vehement heats,

and washed that bed in these abundant sweats, make my bed again, O Lord,

and enable me, according to thy command, to commune with mine own heart

upon my bed, and be still27; to provide a bed for all my former sins

whilst I lie upon this bed, and a grave for my sins before I come to my

grave; and when I have deposited them in the wounds of thy Son, to rest

in that assurance, that my conscience is discharged from further

anxiety, and my soul from further danger, and my memory from further

calumny. Do this, O Lord, for his sake, who did and suffered so much,

that thou mightest, as well in thy justice as in thy mercy, do it for

me, thy Son, our Saviour, Christ Jesus.
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