
SELECTION OF DONNE’S RELIGIOUS POETRY 
 
 

HOLY SONNETS (or DIVINE MEDITATIONS) 
 
 

I. 
 

Thou hast made me, and shall thy work decay?  
Repair me now, for now mine end doth haste,  
I run to death, and death meets me as fast,  
And all my pleasures are like yesterday;  
I dare not move my dim eyes any way,  
Despair behind, and death before doth cast  
Such terror, and my feebled flesh doth waste  
By sin in it, which it towards hell doth weigh.  
Only thou art above, and when towards thee  
By thy leave I can look, I rise again;  
But our old subtle foe so tempteth me,  
That not one hour I can myself sustain;  
Thy grace may wing me to prevent his art,  
And thou like adamant draw mine iron heart. 

 
 
 
 
 

V. 
 

I am a little world made cunningly  
Of elements and an angelic sprite,  
But black sin hath betray'd to endless night  
My world's both parts, and oh both parts must die.  
You which beyond that heaven which was most high  
Have found new spheres, and of new lands can write,  
Pour new seas in mine eyes, that so I might  
Drown my world with my weeping earnestly,  
Or wash it, if it must be drown'd no more.  
But oh it must be burnt; alas the fire  
Of lust and envy have burnt it heretofore,  
And made it fouler; let their flames retire,  
And burn me O Lord, with a fiery zeal  
Of thee and thy house, which doth in eating heal.  

 
 
 
 



VII. 
 

At the round earth's imagin'd corners, blow  
Your trumpets, angels, and arise, arise  
From death, you numberless infinities  
Of souls, and to your scatter'd bodies go;  
All whom the flood did, and fire shall o'erthrow,  
All whom war, dearth, age, agues, tyrannies,  
Despair, law, chance hath slain, and you whose eyes  
Shall behold God and never taste death's woe.  
But let them sleep, Lord, and me mourn a space,  
For if above all these my sins abound,  
'Tis late to ask abundance of thy grace  
When we are there; here on this lowly ground  
Teach me how to repent; for that's as good  
As if thou'hadst seal'd my pardon with thy blood.  

 
 
 
 

X. 
 

Death, be not proud, though some have called thee  
Mighty and dreadful, for thou art not so;  
For those whom thou think'st thou dost overthrow  
Die not, poor Death, nor yet canst thou kill me.  
From rest and sleep, which but thy pictures be,  
Much pleasure; then from thee much more must flow,  
And soonest our best men with thee do go,  
Rest of their bones, and soul's delivery.  
Thou art slave to fate, chance, kings, and desperate men,  
And dost with poison, war, and sickness dwell,  
And poppy or charms can make us sleep as well  
And better than thy stroke; why swell'st thou then?  
One short sleep past, we wake eternally  
And death shall be no more; Death, thou shalt die.  

 
 
 
 

XIV. 
 

Batter my heart, three-person'd God, for you  
As yet but knock, breathe, shine, and seek to mend;  
That I may rise and stand, o'erthrow me, and bend  
Your force to break, blow, burn, and make me new.  
I, like an usurp'd town to another due,  



Labor to admit you, but oh, to no end;  
Reason, your viceroy in me, me should defend,  
But is captiv'd, and proves weak or untrue.  
Yet dearly I love you, and would be lov'd fain,  
But am betroth'd unto your enemy;  
Divorce me, untie or break that knot again,  
Take me to you, imprison me, for I,  
Except you enthrall me, never shall be free,  
Nor ever chaste, except you ravish me.  

 
 
 

 
A HYMN TO GOD THE FATHER 
 
Wilt thou forgive that sin where I begun,  
         Which was my sin, though it were done before?  
Wilt thou forgive that sin, through which I run,  
         And do run still, though still I do deplore?  
                When thou hast done, thou hast not done,  
                        For I have more.  
 
Wilt thou forgive that sin which I have won  
         Others to sin, and made my sin their door?  
Wilt thou forgive that sin which I did shun  
         A year or two, but wallow'd in, a score?  
                When thou hast done, thou hast not done,  
                        For I have more.  
 
I have a sin of fear, that when I have spun  
         My last thread, I shall perish on the shore;  
But swear by thyself, that at my death thy Son  
         Shall shine as he shines now, and heretofore;  
                And, having done that, thou hast done;  
                        I fear no more.  
 

 
 

 
HYMN TO GOD, MY GOD, IN MY SICKNESS 

 
Since I am coming to that holy room,  
         Where, with thy choir of saints for evermore,  
I shall be made thy music; as I come  
         I tune the instrument here at the door,  
         And what I must do then, think here before.  
 



Whilst my physicians by their love are grown  
         Cosmographers, and I their map, who lie  
Flat on this bed, that by them may be shown  
         That this is my south-west discovery,  
      Per fretum febris, by these straits to die,  
 
I joy, that in these straits I see my west;  
         For, though their currents yield return to none,  
What shall my west hurt me? As west and east  
         In all flat maps (and I am one) are one,  
         So death doth touch the resurrection.  
 
Is the Pacific Sea my home? Or are  
         The eastern riches? Is Jerusalem?  
Anyan, and Magellan, and Gibraltar,  
         All straits, and none but straits, are ways to them,  
         Whether where Japhet dwelt, or Cham, or Shem.  
 
We think that Paradise and Calvary,  
         Christ's cross, and Adam's tree, stood in one place;  
Look, Lord, and find both Adams met in me;  
         As the first Adam's sweat surrounds my face,  
         May the last Adam's blood my soul embrace.  
 
So, in his purple wrapp'd, receive me, Lord;  
         By these his thorns, give me his other crown;  
And as to others' souls I preach'd thy word,  
         Be this my text, my sermon to mine own:  
"Therefore that he may raise, the Lord throws down."  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



GOOD-FRIDAY, 1613, RIDING WESTWARD.1 
by John Donne 

 
 
LET man's soul be a sphere,2 and then, in this,  
Th' intelligence3 that moves, devotion is;  
And as the other spheres, by being grown  
Subject to foreign motion,4 lose their own,  
And being by others hurried every day,  
Scarce in a year their natural form obey;  
Pleasure or business, so, our souls admit  
For their first mover,5 and are whirl'd by it. 
Hence is't, that I am carried towards the west, 
This day, when my soul's form bends to the East.6 
There I should see a Sun° by rising set,     pun with “Son” 
And by that setting endless day beget. 
But° that Christ on His cross did rise and fall,7    except or unless 
Sin had eternally benighted all. 
Yet dare I almost be glad, I do not see 
That spectacle of too much weight for me. 
Who sees God’s face, that is self-life,8 must die;9 
What a death were it then to see God die? 

																																																								
1 Donne was on a journey riding from Warwickshire to Wales. This is one of only three poems by Donne for which we 
know the date of composition. 
 
2 Donne compares a human soul to a cosmic planet or sphere. Donne writes at a time when the Ptolemaic concept of 
the universe centered around the earth was giving way to the Copernican/Newtonian concept of the universe in which 
the Earth and other planets orbited around the sun. He draws on both traditions in this poem. Medieval cosmology 
held that music kept order and motion in both the macrocosms of the medieval universe and the microcosm of the 
human soul. Newton and others found that various heavenly bodies exerted force and orbital pull on each other. 
 
3 Before Newton developed his theories (including gravitational force), incorporeal intelligences or angels were 
thought to move celestial spheres. Donne suggests that devotion would be the intelligence that could move the sphere 
of the human soul. 
 
4 I.e., the motions of other spheres cause a sphere to lose its own initial direction/motion such that within a year a 
sphere cannot even keep its intended course or form. 
 
5 Thrown off by the foreign motions of these other spheres, our souls often admit pleasure or business as their first 
mover, intelligence, or influence, instead of devotion. In the next line Donne indicates that it is pleasure or business 
that thus moves him westward at the time the poem is written. 
 
6 This day, on Good Friday, the form or inclination of his soul bends toward the East, toward Jerusalem and toward 
the rising sun punning on Son as he thinks of the trial, condemnation, and crucifixion of Christ. 
 
7 Donne corresponds the motion of the spheres in the first several lines to the motion of Christ being raised on the 
cross and descending in death. Of course this comparison to the circular motion of the spheres already suggests that 
Christ will rise again after his descent and death. 
 
8 Perhaps “self-life” means life itself or life to the self. 
	
9 The line alludes to Exodus 33:20 which reads, “Thou canst not see my face: for there shall no man see me, and live.” 
(KJV, published in 1611, just two years prior to this poem) 
 



It made His own lieutenant, Nature, shrink,10 
It made His footstool crack,11 and the sun wink.  
Could I behold those hands, which span the poles12 
And tune13 all spheres at once, pierced with those holes?  
Could I behold that endless height, which is 
Zenith14 to us and our antipodes,15 
Humbled below us?16 or that blood, which is 
The seat of all our soul's,° if not of His,     or “souls” 
Made dirt° of dust, or that flesh which was worn    mud 
By God for His apparel, ragg'd and torn? 
If on these things I durst not look, durst I 
On His distressed Mother cast mine eye, 
Who was God's partner here, and furnish'd thus 
Half of that sacrifice which ransom'd us? 
Though these things as I ride be from mine eye,17 
They're present yet unto my memory, 
For that° looks towards them; and Thou look'st towards me,  his memory 
O Saviour, as Thou hang'st upon the tree.°     the cross 
I turn my back to thee but to receive 
Corrections18 till Thy mercies bid Thee leave.°    stop 
O think me worth Thine anger, punish me, 
Burn off my rust, and my deformity; 
Restore Thine image, so much, by Thy grace, 
That Thou mayst know me, and I'll turn my face.	

																																																								
10 Refers to how “the sun was darkened” and “the earth did quake, and the rocks rent” at the crucifixion. (See Luke 
23:45 and Matthew 27:51.) Could also refer to Nature shrinking at the fall of Adam which necessitated Christ’s 
sacrifice. 
 
11 Isaiah 66:1 reads, “Thus saith the Lord, The heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool…”  
 
12 Could mean the poles of the Earth but it could also mean the entire stretch to the poles of the Ptolemaic cosmos, 
which would suggest that the reach of Christ’s arms outstretched on the cross spans the entire universe.  
 
13 Some editors believe “turn” may be the correct word here instead of tune. I prefer “tune” because the act of tuning, 
as on a stringed instrument is a turning, so the word “tune” evokes both meanings.		
	
14 The highest point of the celestial sphere. 
 
15 The point directly opposite the zenith.  
 
16 Donne continues the motif of rising and falling motion. 
	
17 They are from his eye both because they happened approximately 1600 years earlier and because his back is to the 
scene as he faces westward. 
 
18 Evocative of Christ being whipped before he was crucified.	


