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"So perish souls, which more choose men's unjust / Power from
God claimed, than God himself to trust." John Donne's satire
condemning flawed human efforts to find true religion ends with a
sentiment that might cause us to conclude that reason and faith are
incompatible, even contradictory elements of human experience.
However, some of Donne's "Holy Sonnets" show that he does not
always think of these two notions as polar opposites: instead,
those seemingly opposite modes of comprehension or awareness
serve a joint function in his thought. Reason and faith act like the
two sides of a coin, closely allied but inherently opposite, as he
tries to understand both larger doctrinal issues and the personal
issue of his own salvation. Donne devises a syncretic epistemologi-
cal strategy incorporating both reason and faith because, as he
says in his verse letter to the Countess of Bedford, "By these we
reach divinity." For Donne, the journey to the divine begins with
reason, which can lead the human mind to understanding and then
faith. This epistemological process, deemed Donne's "Reason-
Faith Equation" by Irving Lowe (389), is explained in the elegy
written after the death of James 1's son Henry, and in the verse let-
ter to Lucy Harington, the Countess of Bedford, which I just quot-
ed. Today I will synthesize Donne's explanation of this process in
the two poems, and then show how he tries to use it-with vary-
ing success-in two of the "Holy Sonnets" which are meditations
on Donne's own salvation.

As with many of Donne's poems, the "Prince Henry" elegy
divulges as much about Donne's opinions on other things as it
does about its purported subject. The first section of the lament
does not even mention the deceased Prince, rather, it explains
Donne's conviction that reason can be used to comprehend matters
of faith:
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