Milton and the Trinity: Good, Evil and Liberty
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The justification of the divine lies in representing Adam as a free agent. Rather than elaborating theologically, Milton goes out of his way to repeatedly insist on Adam’s liberty. Accepting Arminianism and Arianism, Milton portrays predestination as conditional upon the will of man. In Areopagitica, Milton complains that the Calvinists who deny man’s power of choice make him “a mere mechanical Adam”, imputing an idea of injustice to God. Actual knowledge of God goes past the comprehension of man, so that God is exhibited in scripture not as he really is, but in anthropomorphic terms in order to help us understand Him. To Milton, if God ascribes to himself a human image, then there can be no fault in understanding him in this humanistic sense. Instead of making “subtle imaginations”, it’s best to accept God’s own account of Himself as literal truth.

Fish, Stanley. How Milton Works. Cambridge and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001. p. 1-19.

Fish argues that much of what goes on in prose and poetry is a “doomed attempt to match or overgo or evade God” to capture the reader’s imagination before “reinvocing the Truth they must contrive to forget or miss- that God is God and no one or nothing else is” (p. 8). This universal acceptance brings all the “magic structures”, that is, literary structures, tumbling down. For example, in Book 10, when Adam gives a twenty-line excuse for why he ate the apple, the Son asks him with devastating brevity, “Was shee thy God, that her thou didst obey/ Before his voice?” (line 145-146). When it concerns obedience to God, sources are irrelevant. In this sense, Eve is equivalent to Satan. One has to be careful so as not to declare anything intrinsically good as it may become an idol as Eve was, and at the same time, one can not declare something intrinsically evil, since then it would shift the responsibility away from the sinner to something external.
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Guillory uses a study done by Albert Hirschman to demonstrate that the emergence of an elaborate discourse of the passions in the late 17th century brought about an end to the aristocratic principle of glory (or honor) and replaced it with the principle of virtue. The continuing political crisis of early modernity caused an undercurrent of belief that an accurate knowledge of what motivated human action could serve the ends of government. This transitional psychology permitted an interchange between virtues and vices in relation to circumstance. The revival of Stoic philosophy and classical republicanism allowed for passions to be pitted against other in order to inhibit the indulgence of the more socially destructive passion. Milton accepts this Neo-Stoic setting of reason over the passions and assimilates it for the “development of new modes of behavioral self-control in accordance with radical Protestant doctrines of an indwelling ‘Spirit’- an eclecticism Milton exemplifies in his religio-political concept of ‘Christian liberty.’” (p. 219) Milton does this not as much as a defender of capitalism but as an advocate of legitimate self-love.
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“Cosmology and Doctrinal Content”


Hanford’s book is by far the clearest and most comprehensive of the criticisms, elaborating Miltonic lore from an exhaustive background using straightforward language. His preface begins by saying that life is too short to permit too many men from mastering the detail in David Masson’s seven-volume biography as well as additions that have been made since his time. I must admit I found it a welcome retreat from the more modern Milton scholars who tend more to assume the audience is familiar with epistemological concepts like Occam’s razor. It was also the best in terms for setting a historical background, which I think is the most important part of reading into a text.


Hanford quotes Milton as saying “If ‘it repented Jehovah that He made man,’ let us believe that it did repent him, only taking care to remember that what is called repentance when applied to God does not arise from inadvertence.” Milton wanted people to exhibit the humanity of God and Jesus as it’s painted in the Bible rather than allow the “subtle imaginations” of people to labor in trying to comprehend the meaning of omnipotence, which inevitably led to the uncomfortable concepts within Calvinism. It’s so easy to agree with the logic of Calvin: God is omniscient and omnipotent, so therefore everything that has and will happen was preconceived, including the damnation of those who are not saved. The idea of God being the author of both good and evil also has firm Biblical ground in Isaiah, Job, and Lamentations. The New Testament has numerous references to the word eklektos, the elect or chosen, elaborated most especially in the Pauline epistles. The problem with this is that it takes away from the concept of God being All-Good, since He would have planned for people to undergo infinite torture before he even created them. So Milton had his God forego omnipotence, making his will conditional upon the actions of mankind. Fate was replaced by Free Will and the divine author willingly stepped down to become a cosmic “dungeon master”. This internalized God also has strong Biblical support, especially in Genesis, where God is at his most anthropomorphic. The Epistle of James also gives the impression that God has no part in the temptation of mankind, easily contradicting the episodes in Exodus in which God purposely hardens Pharaoh’s heart so that he can make an example of Egypt.


In reality, I think these concepts are really two sides of the same coin. Calvinists of course admitted to the idea that God still wants everyone to be saved, at least in one sense, but in a more real sense, he wants a lot of people to burn in a lake of fire, since after all, that is what’s going to happen. Milton said that God’s foreknowledge is certain, but it doesn’t necessitate the event, not too far from Calvin since foreknowledge is still enough to constitute design. (Not unlike designing a car you know will break down half the time.) Calvin says Atonement is for the elect alone while Milton says that Atonement is universal…. but it is conditioned by faith. These theological differences rival the “official” reasons for the separation of the Roman and Greek Orthodox churches in their degree of subtlety. And yet it was this kind of doctrinal scrutiny that fueled the intense hatred that dominated the lives of Luther and Calvin. While Luther dreamed up Nazi-like repressions on the Jewish community after chastising the Catholic Church for their own suppressions, Calvin spent his time burning the physician who discovered the pulmonary circulation of the blood- as well as many others- for the heinous act of commenting on his theological dissertations. Fighting the repressions of the Catholic Church must have hardened their hearts, if either of them ever believed that those who disagree with them still have a right to live. The ultimate degradation of humanity is when Cain kills his brother when he doesn’t like his poetry.


Milton’s Arianism brings us back to the fourth century, where more obvious questions like the nature of Jesus were being discussed. Denying the Catholic and Protestant concept of the Trinity, Milton believed that Jesus was inferior to God and that the Holy Spirit was inferior to them both. (Incidentally, this is one of the reasons Michael Severus, the afore-mentioned physician was murdered by Calvin, having previously escaped the Inquisition.) The idea that the instrument of man’s salvation is actually at a lower state of being than the Godhead almost enters into what I consider to be the Zurvanistic solution to the question of omnipotence: If the highest God, Zurvan or Fate, acts as a neutral balancing force between the god of good and the god of evil, then that would explain the premise that there is both a heaven and a hell. But to do this, one would have to admit that the god they are worshipping is not the highest and most determinative force. The Dead Sea Scrolls have actually uncovered an instance of this kind of belief recorded in an earlier version of the book of Deuteronomy, which seems to be the only instance where God and Yahweh are referred to as different entities: “Remember the days of old; consider the generations long past. Ask your father and he will tell you, your elders, and they will explain to you. When the Elyon [Most High] gave the nations their inheritance, when he divided all mankind, he set up boundaries for the peoples according to the number of the sons of Elohim: For Yahweh’s portion is his people, Yah-Akov [Israel] his allotted inheritance." (Deu. 32:7-9). If Elyon and Elohim are also different entities, it may even correlate with the Babylonian model of the Demiurge being the third generation from the top. Milton, of course, does not go so far, and instead keeps with his classical model of the Trinity being safely and 100% on the side of good, with the dark trinity creating a hell through the almighty Free Will.

For me, the idea that without free will we would be like robots is actually misguided. Anyone who believes that admittance into heaven is everlasting should be able to conceive of state of being where there is simultaneous free will and eternal bliss. Whether this is a limiting or an expanding of the consciousness would be hard to argue. If God is truly omnipotent, then he could just as easily created thinking, feeling beings, each in their own hearts accepting the good. (Although, as Milton would say, it would still take the pleasure out of being complimented.) Free will is relative to the mind of the individual. If thoughts are manifested through electrical currents within our brains, then it stands to reason that they operate in a structured manner on this plane of existence, which would mean that on some level, our thoughts and therefore actions do follow a set formula, even if they are too complicated for us to decipher. 

Hanford’s “han-book” also explains how Milton denied the idea that spirits were housed within the body, but that the body and soul were inseparable substances, both of which die and sleep until revived at the Resurrection. Taking after Plato, Milton also believed that heaven had a point-by-point analogy with the Earth. Another heresy he accepted was the almost universally accepted doctrine that God created the world out of nothing. Milton believed that the universe was boundless just as God was boundless, more evidence of an internalized God. This seems to be a corollary into his conception of free will paralleling the plane of chaos (map on p. 199), external from this solar system, just as free will is external from God.

Milton’s use of chaos seems to me to be a randomizing factor, answering the revised version of the question “ Can God create a boulder so heavy that even He can’t lift it”: can God pick a random number? Einstein’s answer was no, “God does not roll the dice”, though he did not believe in a personal God. Chaos Theory may seem like it is delving into the realms of mysticism, but as cool as the name sounds, it’s actually related as the “sensitive dependence of initial conditions”. From what I understand of it, it’s just an intellectual way of saying the Weather Channel is never going to give good forecasts. We may not be able to determine a formula to predict whether Schrodinger’s Cat is going to be killed, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t some underlying reason behind it though indiscernible through the present faculties of this universe. Modern science has given us good reason to believe that there are other things happening outside this dimension. The most prominent theory of the universe is that it is a giant explosion from an unknown origin. The Rationalist tradition, as elaborated by Spinoza, Locke, Jefferson, and Franklin and Einstein, now rules over the current debates over the nature of the universe, having turned their back on the Bible, and with it Milton’s world.

