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Batte r my he art, thre e -pe rs one d G od; for you
As  ye t but knock, bre athe , s hine , and s e e k to  me nd;
That I may ris e  and s tand, o'e rthrow me , and be nd
Your force  to  bre ak, blow, burn, and make  me  ne w.
I, like  an us urpe d town, to  anothe r due ,
Labor to  admit you, but O, to  no e nd;
Re as on, your vice roy in me , me  s hould de fe nd,
But is  captive d, and prove s  we ak or untrue .
Ye t de arly I love  you, and would be  love d fain,
But am be trothe d unto your e ne my.
Divorce  me , untie  or bre ak that knot ag ain;
Take  me  to  you, impris on me , for I,
Exce pt you e nthrall me , ne ve r s hall be  fre e ,
Nor e ve r chas te , e xce pt you ravis h me .

I cannot re call whe n I firs t re ad John Donne 's  Holy S onne t 14; I s e e m to have  always  known it. For ye ars  I
thoug ht this  s onne t was  the  clos e s t thing  I kne w to  a pe rfe ct poe m, not to  me ntion a pe rfe ct praye r—the
impas s ione d ye t flawle s s ly e le g ant cri de coeur of a ye arning  s oul. Long  ag o, whe n I s till taug ht my unive rs ity's
ve rs ion of Eng lis h 10 1, I us e d to  de lig ht in pointing  out the  powe r of S trong  Ve rbs —fourte e n of the m in the
firs t quatrain alone . Thos e  mig hty monos yllable s , e ach like  a hamme r blow from he ave n! Thos e  he art-
s hatte ring  s ponde e s ! The n I'd wait for my s tude nts  to  dis cove r the  paralle ls , ve rb by ine xorable  ve rb, that
build the  contras t be twe e n me re  patchwork and a ne w cre ation. Ne xt we  would e xamine  the  clas s ic  imag e s
of the  s e cond quatrain and the  s e s te t: the  inte rtwine d fig ure s  of the  City and the  Bride . In the  Apocalyps e ,
both s ymboliz e  fulfillme nt at the  e nd of time : the  ne w Je rus ale m come s  down out of he ave n from G od,
pre pare d as  a bride  adorne d for he r hus band. But in this  te xt, both have  falle n into  e ne my hands . The  city is
"us urpe d," its  rig htful lord re duce d to  s ie g e  warfare , its  de fe nde rs  turne d traitors , while  the  bride  is
e ng ag e d ag ains t he r will to  he r love r's  mortal foe —a dams e l in dis tre s s  inde e d. What the n could be  more
natural, or more  poig nant, than he r final, de s pe rate  bid to  be  re s cue d?

My s ympathy with Donne 's  s pe ake r was  s harply challe ng e d two ye ars  ag o, howe ve r, whe n I came  acros s  a
colle ction of s e rmons  by my frie nd A. K. M. [End P a g e  8 4 ] Adam, one  of the  fine s t pre ache rs  in the  Epis copal
Church today. Re ve re nd Adam, like  Re ve re nd Donne , is  not one  to  pas s  up an opportunity for fie ry, in-your-
face  rhe toric, and in this  particular s e rmon he  g oe s  he ad to  he ad with the  De an of S t. Paul's , pre aching
ag ains t the  pe rilous  e rror of S onne t 14.  That mis take , in his  vie w, is  to  imag ine  G od as  "S upe rman in
the olog ical white  robe s ," "a s piritual jaile r, a conque ring  g e ne ral," who will come  to  re le as e  us  once  and for
all from our frailtie s  s o  that we  no long e r have  to  e xe rcis e  thos e  te dious  virtue s  of patie nce , pe rs e ve rance ,
and cons tancy. To e xte nd Fathe r Adam's  thoug ht, would s uch a s upe rhe ro G od have  e ndure d the  Cros s ?
Would he  not have  as ke d his  Fathe r ins te ad to  s e nd twe lve  le g ions  of ang e ls —or le apt down by miracle  and
rapture d S t. John and Mary Mag dale ne  with him to  he ave n?  But if the  incarnate  Chris t truly re ve als  to  us  the
nature  of G od, s hould we  not e xpe ct him to  re main "g e ntle  and humble  in he art," patie ntly be aring  with us
until we  le arn at las t to  be ar with ours e lve s  and our ne ig hbors ?  Clos e r to  this  s pirit is  the  poe m "Dis cipline ,"
by Donne 's  le s s  flamboyant conte mporary, G e org e  He rbe rt:

Throw away thy rod,
Throw away thy wrath:
    O my G od,
Take  the  g e ntle  path.

For my he art's  de s ire
Unto thine  is  be nt:
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    I as pire
To a full cons e nt.

Not a word or look
I aJe ct to  own,
    But by book,
And thy book alone .

Thoug h I fail, I we e p:
Thoug h I halt in pace ,
    Ye t I cre e p
To the ...
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