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Milton on the Beatific Vision

Dr. Takeshi Saito refers to the lack of the beatific vision as a defect
in Milton’s Paradise Lost. Then, what is the beatific vision? It is the
happiest experience in which we should be able to see God directly face
to face in our life after death. In Dante’s Divine Comedy, the vision is
placed at the close of the poem, because it is the most important corner
stone on which the whole structure of the poem rests. And the vision is
regarded as the ultimate end of contemplative life which is emphasized in
the intellectualism from Aristotle to Thomas Aquinas.

But Milton starts from another point of view. The scenes in which
Angels and Adam see God face to face are placed in the beginning books
of Paradise Lost, that is, before their Fall. In other words, the scenes are
destined to vanish soon after the Fall. It is because Milton makes little
of such an ephemeral experience that he mentions it so briefly. Therefore
the beatific vision in Pgredise Lost is not given such a value as in the
Divine Comedy.

In the same way, Milton makes Raphael repeat his warning to Adam
lest the latter should rely on reason too much, whereas, in the intellectualist
way of thinking, reason is the highest human faculty. According to Milton,
the ultimate aim of human being is not to know God, but to obey His will.
Especially after the Fall, in which human reason’s sovereignty is taken
over by passion, the figure of Christ as the example of obedient belief
becomes greater than before. In the voluntarist way of thinking, reason
wanes, and belief has gradually taken a greater position. The reason why
Christ appears as both the Creator and the Judge in Paradise Lost must be
sought in this aspect of thought. In order to be the Redeemer, the Son
must not be less than the Father, the Creator and the Judge.
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About him [i.e. the Father] all the sanctities of heaven
Stood thick as stars, and from his sight received
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... he who was my guide

Up hither, from among the trees appeared
Presence divine. Rejoicing, but with awe
In adoration at his feet I fell
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Thee next they sang of all creation first,
Begotten Son, divine similitude,
In whose conspicuous countenance, without cloud

Made visible, the almighty Father shines,
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Whom else no creature can behold ; on thee
Impressed the effulgence of his glory abides,
Transfused on thee his ample Spirit rests,

He heaven of heavens and all the powers therein
By thee created, and by thee threw down

The aspiring dominations:. ..
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To him with swift ascent he up returned,

Into his blissful bosom reassumed

In glory as of old, to him appeased

All, though all-knowing, what had passed with man

Recounted, mixing intercession sweet.
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Let us descend now therefore from this top

Of speculation: .
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