























The Mysterious Darkness of Unknowing 211

what we saw on Tuesday, as terrible as it is, could be miniscule if, in
fact God continues to lift the curtain and allow the enemies of America
to give us probably what we deserve. . . . God will not be mocked. . . .
I really believe that the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists,
and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an
alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People For the American Way, all of
them who have tried to secularize America. [ point the finger in their
face and say "you helped this halppen."64

Make a few minor alterations to the names of the groups being
accused, as well as the roll call of so-called sins, and this statement
could very well have been made in response to the disasters of mid-
1660s London, where sexual, epicurean, and various other broadly
ideological "sins" were blamed for the tragedies of plague and fire.
It is precisely this kind of thinking, this knowingness about the
judgments (or nonjudgments) of God, that Milton is rejecting in
Paradise Lost. In the England of the mid-1660s, there were more than
enough Robert Elboroughs and Thomas Vincents declaring death and
destruction to be the punishments inflicted by God on a wayward
and sinful people. In publishing Paradise Lost in 1667, in this milieu
of hysteria, presumption, and idolatry posing as piety, Milton is not
seeking to join their numbers, but is, instead, throwing down his gaunt-
let in response to those who would presume to know the unknow-
able.®” In undertaking to "justifie the wayes of God to men" (1.26),
Milton presents so bewildering a variety of conceptions of who that
"God" is, and what those "wayes" are, that it finally becomes impos-
sible to decide between them. Looked at from one perspective,
Paradise Lost becomes a celebration of the perfections of divine
kingship.®® From another perspective, Paradise Lost becomes a cri-
tique of images of kingship, both human and divine, a critique, in
fact, of the habit of imagining the transcendent deity in the terms
of a human political role.®” Much ink can be spilled arguing which
of these—or many others—opposing perspectives on Milton's "God"
(the character he creates) is correct. But such arguments, I think,
are all part of the overall structure of the attempt to see Milton's
work in—or force his work into—the terms of a rarely questioned
"positive" theology. In this essay I hope to have stepped outside the
positive (cataphatic) tradition of reading Milton's "God," but I must
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make my point as clearly and forcefully as I can: we have missed
the point.
We have gotten Milton wrong in a crucial way.

To the extent that any of us interpret Milton's great epic as if he
were trying to define what God actually is, I believe we are funda-
mentally misreading the poem. By reading Milton as if he were using
the occasion of an epic poem to defend that God against charges of
wickedness, although demonstrating, rather than defusing the
charges,®”® we miss something crucial. Likewise, in reading Milton
as if he were using his poem to demonstrate the goodness of the same
God,” or using the epic to demonstrate the sinfulness of the reader
who does not immediately and consistently agree that the goodness
of God has, indeed, been demonstrated’’ we have missed an essen-
tial feature of Paradise Lost. We have taken Milton's repeated exam-
ples of not this, not this, as if they were positive statements, as if
they were this, this. Published at a time when all too many of
Milton's contemporaries were positive they knew both that God
had chosen to bring plague and fire down upon London, and wiy God
had chosen to visit such disasters on the city's people, Paradise Lost
tried valiantly then, as it continues to try now, to pull its readers up
the graded ladder of ascent from such easy and idolatrous certitudes
to the mysterious darkness of unknowing. The multiplicity of per-
spectives on "God" in Paradise Lost, which, like the garden therein,
"with wanton growth derides / Tending to wilde" (8.211-12), serves
not to define the deity, but instead to call attention to the limits—
and dangers—of the attempt at definition itself.
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