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Batter my heart, three-personed God; foryou

As yetbut knock, breathe, shine,and seek to mend,;
That I mayrise and stand, o'erthrow me, and bend
Yourforce to break, blow, burn,and make me new.
I, like anusurped town, to anotherdue,

Laborto admityou, but O, to no end,;
Reason,yourviceroyinme, me should defend,
Butis captived, and proves weak or untrue.
Yetdearlyllove you,and would be loved fain,
Butam betrothed unto your e ne my.

Divorce me, untie or break that knotagain;

Take me to you,imprison me, for |,
Exceptyouenthrallme, nevershallbe free,
Noreverchaste,exceptyouravishme.!

Icannotrecallwhenlfirstread John Donne's Holy Sonnet 14; I seemto have always known it. Foryears |
thought this sonnet was the closestthing Iknewto aperfect poem, notto mentiona perfect prayer—the
impassioned yet flawlesslyelegant cridecoeur ofayearning soul. Long ago, when | still taught my university's
versionofEnglish101,lused to delightin pointing out the powerofStrong Verbs—fourteen ofthemin the
first quatrainalone. Those mighty monosyllables, each like a hammerblow from heaven! Those heart-
shattering spondees!Then|'d wait for mystudents to discoverthe parallels,verb byinexorable verb, that
build the contrastbetweenmere patchwork and a new creation. Next we would examine the classicimages
ofthe second quatrainand the sestet: the intertwined figures ofthe Cityand the Bride. Inthe Apocalypse,
bothsymbolize fulfillment at the end oftime: the new Jerusalemcomes downoutofheavenfromGod,
prepared as abride adorned forherhusband. Butin this text, both have falleninto ene my hands. The cityis
"usurped,"its rightful lord reduced to siege warfare, its defenders turned traitors, while the bride is
engaged against herwillto herlover's mortalfoe—adamselindistress indeed. What thencould be more
natural,or more poignant, than herfinal,desperate bid to be rescued?

My sympathy with Donne's speakerwas sharplychallenged two years ago, however,whenlcame across a
collectionofsermons by myfriend A. K. M.[End Page 84] Adam, one ofthe finest preachers inthe Episcopal
Churchtoday. Reverend Adam, like Reverend Donne,is notone to pass up anopportunity forfiery, in-your-
face rhetoric,and in this particularsermonhe goes head to head with the Dean ofSt. Paul's, preaching
againstthe perilous errorofSonnet 14.2 That mistake, in his view, is to imagine God as "Supermanin

theological white robes," "aspiritual jailer,a conquering general," who will come to release us once and for
allfromour frailties so that we no longerhave to exercise those tedious virtues of patience, perseverance,
and constancy. To extend Father Adam's thought, would suchasuperhero God have endured the Cross?
Would he not have asked his Fatherinstead to send twelve legions ofangels—orleaptdown by miracle and
raptured St. John and Mary Magdale ne with himto heaven? Butifthe incarnate Christ trulyreveals to us the
nature ofGod, should we notexpecthimto remain"gentle and humble in heart," patientlybearing with us
untilwe learnatlastto bearwithourselves and ourneighbors? Closerto this spiritis the poem "Discipline,"

byDonne's less flamboyant contemporary, George Herbert:

Throw away thy rod,

Throw away thy wrath:
OmyGod,

Take the gentle path.

Formyheart's desire
Unto thine is bent:
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laspire
To afull consent.

Notaword orlook

| affectto own,
Butbybook,

And thybook alone.

Though [ fail, | weep:

Though I haltinpace,
Yetlcreep

To the...
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e ever chaste, except you ravish me.!

\gmnnu recall when I fist read John Donne’s Holy Sonnet 14; 1 seem to
have always known ir. For vears | thowghe this sonnet was the closest thing 1
knew to a perfect poem, not to mention a perbect prayer—the impassioned yet
flawlessly elegant cri de cosur of a yearning soul Long ago, when 1 still taught
my university's version of English 101, 1 used o delight in pomting out the
power of Strong Verbs—fourteen of them in the first quarmin alone. Those
mighty maonosyllables, each like a lammer blow from heaven! Those heart-
shattenng spondees! Then I'd wait tor my students to discover the parallels,
verh by inexorable verh, that build the contrast berween mere parchwork and
a mew creation. Mest we would examime the clbissic images of the second
quatrain and rhe sester: the interrwined figures of the Ciry and the Bride_ In the
Apocalvpse, both symbaolize fulfillment ar the end aof time: the new Jersalem
comes down out af heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned tor her
husband. But in this text, both have fallen into enemy hands. The city is
“wurpad,” s righttul lord reduced o siege warkare, 8 debenders turned
traitors, while the bride is engaged agamst her will ro her lover's mortal foe—a
damvel in distress indeed. What then could be more mreral, or more poigmane,
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My sympathy with Donne’s speaker was sharply challenged rwo yeas ago,
however, when [ came acrms a collection of sermons by miy Friend A, K. M.
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Rereading johndonne's holy sonnet 14, if we ignore the smallvalues, it is clear that the rule
of law is parallel.
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be emphasized that thinking imposes a crisis.
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