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ABSTRACT

Denys’ four treatises (CH, EH, DN, MT) describe the logic of conversion of how the
soul achieves a contemplative union with the One beyond-being and beyond-knowing
through an informed and deliberate unknowing, by means of an ascending liturgical
prayer. A tightly structured reversal of the logic of the four major treatises, Letters I-X
demonstrate how the person who has ascended to the contemplative state described in
the MT never “leaves behind” that union with the “One beyond-knowing” but by way of
the Incarnation through participation in the sacrament of Communion, that contemplative
union of the soul is maintained through its descent and she continues to experience union
with the One beyond-knowing in every circumstance of daily life. The ascent (CH, EH,
DN, MT) and the descent (Letters I-X) do not describe a temporal succession, but both
movements are simultaneous in the soul that participates in the Incarnation through the

sacraments.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Recent consideration of Denys’ Letters

In the only substantial modern monograph devoted to the ten Letters of Pseudo-
Dionysius the Areopagite (hereafter “Denys”),' Ronald Hathaway’s concern with the
larger question of the absence of a political philosophy in Christian Platonism generally
leads him to pay particular attention to the possible ethical and political philosophy
implicit in the Letters.> Hathaway concludes that the absence of these practical sciences
in the Letters issues from the strained relation of Neoplatonic philosophy and Christian
theology in Denys’ thinking: “The Letters of Ps.-Dionysius are an example of the fatal
weakness of any alliance of Neoplatonism with Christian faith. Neither Neoplatonism
nor Christian faith seems capable of producing a political philosophy.”* Hathaway

submits that Denys’ all-consuming interest in the union between God and the soul leaves

! Citations in Greek are from the critical edition by Heil, Ritter and Suchla: Pseudo-Dionysius, Corpus
Dionysiacum, edited by Beate Regina Suchla, Gunter Heil, and Adolf Martin Ritter (Berlin: de Gruyter,
1990-91). English translations are by John Parker: Dionysius the Areopagite, The Complete Works of
Dionysius the Areopagite, trans. John Parker (London: James Parker & Co., 1897-9). The identity of the
author remains a mystery in many ways. All that is known to scholarship is derived from the CD itself.
Denys borrows the name of the first century convert of St Paul, known as “Dionysius the Areopagite”
(“Awovioiog [6] Apeomayitng”) in Acts 17:34. However, in the 1890’s the research of Hugo Koch and
Joseph Stiglmayr gave persuasive evidence to show that Denys could not have pre-dated the Neoplatonic
philosopher and Diadochos of the Plato’s Academy, Proclus, from whom Denys takes substantial
quotations without citing him. The earliest recorded quotation from Denys was by Severus in 528, which
provides us with a date by which the CD had been written. For more on the dating and identity of the
author of the CD see the following section, 1.2.

2 Hathaway, Hierarchy and the Definition of Order in the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius. Medieval
commentators like Maximus Confessor (580-662) considered the structure, logic and inter-relationships of
the Letters within the overall Corpus Dionysiacum (hereafter ‘CD”), but Hathaway is the first in the modern
period to offer a sustained treatment of the Letters as possibly significant in understanding the overall CD.
Most recently Istvan Perczel in a series of articles has engaged in a source analysis of some of the main
Christological texts of the CD, including Letters III and IV, arguing for their direct dependence upon the
radical dyophysite texts of Theodoret, of Cyrrhus and Nestorius.

3 Hathaway, Hierarchy and the Definition of Order in the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius, 144.
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no place in his system for a philosophy of God’s self-manifestations in the varied

relationships of social intercourse and political community.

In the following analysis of the Letters 1 come to a very different understanding of
Denys’ thinking. It will become clear that Hathaway misrepresents Denys in his
suggestion that Neoplatonism and Christianity are opposing or competing world-views.
Rather, for Denys the Neoplatonism of Proclus provides the indispensable intellectual
and logical categories adequate to thinking and understanding the Christian faith.

Further, although Hathaway says that Denys does not present a political philosophy in the
Letters, I will show that the intent of the Letters is precisely to demonstrate that the
Dionysian Hierarchy extends downward to include every particularity of the created
order including the establishing of Christian community. I will describe the logic of the
Letters in which Denys reverses the ascending logic of spiritual uplifting to the
contemplative union of the soul with God (this is generally the movement of the
argument in the four major treatises of the CD: the Celestial Hierarchy, the Ecclesiastical
Hierarchy, the Divine Names, and the Mystical Theology)* and in a logic that begins with
the unknowable God of the MT guides the reader through a careful descent to a
consideration of friendship and the practicalities of social intercourse based on the

sacramental life of the Christian community.

My argument has developed in the light of the recent conversation among
scholars initiated by Hathaway’s treatment of the Letters in which he raised, however

obliquely, the question of the significance of created things generally and of human

4 Hereafter CH, EH, DN, MT.



relations specifically in the Dionysian hierarchy. I shall suggest that a close reading of
the Letters systematically discloses how Denys’ doctrine of 6éwaoig (union with God) is
realized (actualized) in the kataphatic way of his theological system. I shall outline how
the Letters reveal that the manifestations of God (theophanies) which make up the
content of affirmative theology are not left behind or discarded on the soul’s journey to
its mystical union with God. Rather, through a consideration of the Incarnation Denys
shows how the human person simultaneously experiences an ineffable mystical union
whilst embracing in appropriate fashion that same divinity in every detail of the created

order and social exchange of community life.

Although my argument locates the place of the Letters within the overall CD and
identifies a logic in the Letters that hitherto has not been identified in current scholarship,
it is important to understand my argument within the recent discussion of the Letfers.
Hathaway began that conversation by pointing to Denys’ doctrine of 0éwoig in the Letters
and highlighting questions of divine revelation. Hathaway follows Vanneste in
suggesting that, whatever Denys’ account is, it is not specifically Christian. Vanneste
maintains that Denys never asserts Christian dogma over against Neoplatonic philosophy:
“On n’y trouve pas trace d’une expérience chrétienne concrete. Mais seulement 1’écho

25

d’une technique néoplatonicienne bien rodée.”” Vanneste takes a contrasting position to

Roques who says: “le Christe opére vraiment, selon le mot de saint Paul, ‘toute chose en

tout.” On ne saurait donc exagérer sa place dans les hierarchies: il est partout, il fait-il

296

éduque et il sanctifie tout.”® Hathaway suggests that the dichotomy between the two

> Vanneste, Le mystére de dieu, 80.
® Roques, L univers dionysien: structure hiérarchique du monde selon le Pseudo-Denys.
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interpretations is a false one. However, it remained for Eric Perl in 2007 to clarify
definitively how Denys’ account of the doctrinal content of the Christian religion adds
nothing to Neoplatonism’s metaphysical account of reality. Nonetheless, within that
metaphysics, the historical Incarnation (as defined by the Council of Chalcedon in 451)’
is, for Denys, the effectual cause that enables every created being to realize its potential

for union with God in accordance with its given nature. As Corrigan suggests:

[E]ven if Dionysius in a sense ‘destroys’ the Unmoved Mover, he is the
first to articulate the paradox or to show how the ultimate Unmoved
Godhead can without departing from its own intimate life fall in love
intimately with everything.®

The perfect unity of God, in the life of the Trinity, is not compromised even as
Christ condescends to make himself one with the basest of creatures.” We can see that
the crux of this Dionysian innovation requires a Chalcedonian Christology which affirms
the divine and human natures of Christ. It is a hotly contested question, whether
Dionysius ascribes to a Chalcedonian or a monophysite Christology, and his Letter IV is
at the centre of the debate. However, Denys’ use of Chalcedonian terminology
throughout the CD to describe a union between divine and created things which
nevertheless preserves the integrity of their mutual distinction is suggestive of his
orthodox commitments. Wear and Dillon interpret Denys’ Letter IV as proof positive of
his monophysitism and, according to their reading, it follows from this conviction that the

affirmative way is only in the service of the negative way. On the contrary, recent

7 Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 10-14.

8 Corrigan, “How did Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover come to love everything by the end of the ancient pagan
tradition?” 22.

9 Riggs traces the principle of pag (love) from its source in the relations of the Persons of the Trinity
through the various imitations of the Trinity which comprise the created order, wherein £€pwc is operative in
an analogous way.



scholarship from Istvan Perczel consults early manuscripts and translations of the CD
which supports the early interpretation of Letter [V by Maximus that Dionysius never
admits that Christ’s divine and human natures are altered, even as they are united. The
interpretation of Denys as a monophysite, on the other hand, tends toward an alteration or
annihilation of the content of affirmative theology in the service of the union with God.
Some scholars have taken Denys to be a Christian in name only due to the denial of
everything in reference to God which he describes in the negative way of theology. His
full embrace of Neoplatonism has been taken to be inconsistent with the distinctively
Christian elements of the religion, the significance of which depend upon the ontological
union that is achieved between God and the created order in the Incarnation. For
instance, Westcott insists that Denys has a diminished notion of the Gospel, of
ecclesiastical activity, and of the sacraments. “The end of the discipline of life is, in his
view, to help the believer to cast aside all things that belong to earth, and not to find in
them gifts which may by consecration to God become hereafter the beginning of a nobler
activity.”!” Louth correctly claims that this is an overall misinterpretation of Denys.

Louth understands the whole of the CD to be rather

a liturgical theology, [culminating not with] the individual mystic’s
solitary ascent to God, but the priest’s (or rather the bishop’s) ascent to the
altar: something that takes place with, and on behalf of, the whole people
of God. So it would seem that the context of all the writings of the
Areopagite is liturgical.'!

While Westcott finds that Denys’ Christianity is forfeit for the sake of his philosophy,

Armstrong, Sheldon-Williams and O’Meara perceive a lack of nuance in Denys as a

10 Westcott, Essays in the History of Religious Thought in the West, 189-91.
" Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 31.



philosopher, as though all the sciences of practical philosophy are swallowed up by the
theoretical side of philosophy.'? Ivanovi¢, on the other hand, defends Denys both as a
Christian and as a philosopher. He strikes the right balance in showing how Denys

incorporates both the practical and the theoretical in his hierarchical system:

for Dionysius, knowledge is an essential aspect of the ascending path to
God — essential, but not the only one. Besides knowledge and
understanding, the hierarchy administers the sacraments, which have a
dual activity, acting on the soul spiritually and on the body physically, and
both of these activities are necessary. '

Stang asks the pertinent fundamental question, though he approaches it from a unique
direction: “But what does unknowing do to knowledge?”'* This is the question of how

the negative and the affirmative ways of theology are related in the realization of 8éwotg.

Scholars have proposed answers to this question in different ways through various
approaches to the treatises. MT is the undisputed zenith of the CD. Migne’s PG
compiles the works in the following order: CH, EH, DN, MT, and the Letters, from

among other variant arrangements found in the manuscripts.'> On the other hand,

12.“On the other hand, the interpretation of praxis in theurgic rather than in moral terms has left the ps.-
Dionysius, like the other late Neoplatonists, with no moral philosophy at all. Theology, which has already
swallowed up the rest of thedria, has now engulfed praxis as well, a fact which the ps.-Dionysius
recognizes by calling his theurgy the Symbolic Theology.” Sheldon-Williams, “The pseudo-Dionysius,”
459. O’Meara corrects some of the interpretations of Denys which see an absence of moral and political
philosophy in Denys as a rejection of the practical sciences: “the Dionysian Church represents the highest,
most ambitious level of reform, a level of perfection well beyond the more human project of the Laws or
projects of lesser ambition.” O’Meara, Platonopolis, 170.

13 “The entire work of salvation is put by Dionysius within the Church. His ecclesiology testifies that only
in the Church material things become means of salvation, and that is why Arthur H. Armstrong, not without
a lamenting tone, wrote that the ecclesiastical cosmos, not the natural one, appears to be of primary interest
for the Christian. While some recognized sacred symbols in the natural world, ‘Dionysius placed them
solely within the Church, and by shifting the context of theurgy from the natural to an ecclesiastical world
he necessarily changed the very nature of “divine work.””” Ivanovi¢, “The ecclesiology of Dionyius the
Areopagite,” 42, 3.

14 Stang, Apophasis and Pseudonymity in Dionysius the Areopagite, 138.

15 Suchla catalogues the various orderings of the treatises in her introduction to the 1990 edition of the
Corpus Areopagiticum.



Gandillac proposed that the order of the treatises can be identified according to clues
within the texts indicating chronology in which they were written: DN, MT, CH, and EH.
The Letters have been considered a kind of appendix to the treatises.'® Vanneste stresses
that while Gandillac’s method provides good reasons to read MT after DN and to read
EH after CH, these pairs of treatises should be read in distinction from one another. For
Vanneste, DN and MT trace the philosophical ascent to God while CH and EH treat the

descent of God to the creation through sacred hierarchical orders.

The ways of andépaocig and Katdeaocig are also programmatic in Denys’ Letters.
On the one hand, Hathaway seems to trace an ascending progression throughout the
Letters from the “10 ox6t0g” (“darkness”) of Letter I, through references to a gradually
increasing light as the Letters advance, arriving finally at the letter to John, “t0D
Evayyeiiov tov fjAov” (“the sun of the Gospel”). He draws an association between the
progression of the Letters and the ascent of the prisoner in Plato’s allegory of the cave.
On the other hand, however, Hathaway describes the progression of the Letters as
advancing in the way of affirmative theology, which is generally conceived as a descent
in Denys’ system.!” While this may seem only a point of clarity on a minor inconsistency
in Hathaway’s exegesis, it yields a significant clue to interpreting the CD. The present
commentary on the Letters approaches this collection in descending order and interprets

the Letters as delivering the whole argument of the CD in summary. On this reading, the

16 Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, 39.

17¢. .. we can deduce that positive theology begins from ignorance, whereas negative theology ends in
ignorance; that positive theology ends in symbolic theology. The first nine letters announce their beginning
in Letter 1; clearly it is ignorance (dyvooia). They end in Letter 9, the only place where Ps.-Dionysius
explains symbolic theology. The Letters contain an abbreviated form of the whole of positive theology...
The clear conclusion from these facts is that according to Ps.-Dionysius’ explicit testimony, with a hint
here and there, the Letters are, as supplemented by On Divine Names, his positive theology.” Hathaway,
Hierarchy and the Definition of Order in the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius, 99.
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content of the Letters and that of the treatises squarely overlap, but while the treatises
proceed according to the ascending way of negation whereas the Letters proceed
according to the descending directions of the positive way. Hathaway’s identification of
the increasing light and knowledge of the Letters confirms this interpretation that the
Letters follow a logic of descent when we read them in parallel with the treatises. The
sequence of the Letters correspond inversely with the sequence of the treatises as
received in the manuscript tradition (CH, EH, DN, and MT). Thus, MT corresponds with
Letter I, DN with Letters II-IV, EH with Letters V-VII, and CH with Letters VIII-X. All
ten of Denys’ extant Letters address in some way the question of how God is manifest to
human beings and how they can become united with God. I shall indicate how Denys’

perspective on this question develops throughout the collection.

Another theme which runs through the Letfers, and which gives shape to the
content of each letter is their hierarchical character. Each of the Letfers is addressed to a
different member of the ecclesiastical community who has a clearly defined hierarchical
rank. Denys writes to each of them with deep sensitivity to that relationship. The

hierarchical rank of the recipients defines the way in which Denys addresses them.

1.2 The Author and the Text

In 1895 German scholars Koch and Stiglmayr both published independent studies
of textual evidence from the CD demonstrating that its author cannot be the 1% Century
Athenian convert of St Paul’s mentioned in Acts 17:34 and the first bishop of Athens

mentioned in Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History.'® Rather, the author must have written his

18 Busebius, Ecclesiastical History 111.4



works between 476 and 528. The CD contains verbatim quotations from Proclus, the 5%
Century diadochos (successor) of Plato who was head of the 800-year-old Academy
founded by Plato. The findings of Koch and Stiglmayr also offered strong reasons to
suggest that Denys was a Syrian because they interpreted his description of the Holy
Communion liturgy (particularly the placement of the creed) according to the order of

Antiochian Patriarch Peter the Fuller’s liturgy of 476.

The CD first became known to recorded history in 528 when Severus quoted from
Letter IV in defense of the monophysite position as part of the Christological debates
which followed the Council of Chalcedon. Dionysius was initially unknown to Severus’
opponents but was subsequently interpreted by them in support of the dyophysite
orthodox position when they became acquainted with the CD. John Scythopolis wrote a
commentary on the CD c. 532 in which he took Denys to conform to Chalcedonian
Christology. In the 7™ Century, Maximus the Confessor interpreted Letter IV to illustrate
the Chalcedonian definition compellingly, quieting questions of Denys’ orthodoxy and

identity for several centuries to follow.

The late 19" Century findings of Koch and Stiglmayr prompted further studies in
the 20™ Century to determine whether the Christian language of the CD is merely a
veneer to Denys’ genuinely Neoplatonic project. Others have argued that Denys makes
subtle yet radical alterations to Neoplatonic principles in favour of Christian dogma.”
My argument avoids such conjectures about Denys’ ‘hidden’ agenda but rather begins by

attempting to understand Denys’ argument on the terms by which he presents himself: as

19 Hankey, "Misrepresenting Neoplatonism in Contemporary Christian Dionysian Polemic: Eriugena and
Nicholas of Cusa versus Vladimir Lossky and Jean-Luc Marion,” 2008.
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a First Century Christian who lives and operates as a leader and a teacher within a
hierarchically defined community. Denys also presents himself as an inheritor of two
great and ancient traditions: the Jewish religion, which comes to him through the
“Oracles” or the OT scriptures of his adopted Christian religion, and the Greek
philosophical tradition, including his education as a member of the Areopagus, the
supreme court of Athens. The synthesis of these two traditions is implied in the Acts
account which makes first mention of Dionysius in the context of St Paul’s preaching to a

gathering of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers on the Areopagus of Athens.

1.3 Eros and Philia in Union with God

Denys’ reliance on Neoplatonism makes him vulnerable to the same criticisms
that the pagan philosophical school attracts.?’ The argument is that Denys’ way of
negative theology is motivated by an &pwg (love) for God of the sort we find in Diotima’s
teaching which Socrates delivers in the Symposium. In that account, the objects of love
are like the steps on a ladder which the lover forgets about or despises as soon as they are
used.?! The suggestion is that this becomes an un-Christian paradigm for Dionysian
0éwoig to adopt. The particular signs of the Christian faith are each forsaken — all the
content of affirmative theology — as soon as their instrumental advantages have been

gained.

Corrigan rescues Denys from these accusations by defending the Neoplatonic

notion of 0éwaoic (union with God) with which Denys is associated. In the words of

20 Westcott, Essays in the History of Religious Thought in the West, 189-90. Cf. note 4, above, “Onn’y
trouve pas trace d’une expérience chrétienne concrete, mais seulement 1’écho d’une technique
néoplonicienne bien rodée.” Vanneste, Le Mystéere de Dieu, §0.

21 Plato, Symposium, 210.a-¢.
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Plotinus, this is the “flight of the alone to the Alone."*? Corrigan notes that Plotinus’
teaching has been caricatured as “self-absorbed, solitary, narcissistic, and world-
renouncing,”? but he defends this notion of 8éwaic by tracing the use of this word pdvoc
(aloneness) in Homer, Plato and throughout Plotinus to show that it is used in non-
solitary ways: in reference to the aloneness of intimacy; in the sense of “oneness” which
extends to every “one” thing; and in the aloneness of belonging to one’s self (as opposed
to belonging to another), which likens the soul to the Good. Concerning this last
aloneness of the soul with the Good, Plotinus says: "They are no longer two but both are
one. You could not distinguish between them, as long as the One is present; lovers and
their beloveds here below imitate this in their will to be united.”?* The point of Corrigan’s
argument is not simply to identify pagan and Christian theories of union with God as
indistinguishable, but to insist that both traditions acknowledge the negative way in the
pursuit of union with God. Corrigan suggests: “Such a flight involves the painful
stripping away of all that is alien or accessory to identity, but it also signifies an integral
meeting and union which gives meaningful existence, grace, and light to everything
which will come from it.”*> Corrigan shows how this solitude is the fertile ground of

divine revelation.?¢

22 “puyi} povov mpog povov,” Plotinus, Enneads, (V1,9 (9) 11, 50). Corrigan points out the variety of

English translations of this phrase in a note: "’The flight of the alone to the Alone’ is the translation of
Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition from Plato to Denys (New York, 1992), p.
51; compare the rendering of Stephen Mackenna "the passing of solitary to solitary" in Plotinus: The
Enneads, trans. S. Mackenna, 4th ed. revised by B. S. Page (London, 1969; reprint, New York: Burdett,
1992), p. 709; Plotinus, 7 vols., trans. A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge, Mass., 1966-88), 7:345; Platins
Schriften, 5 vols., German trans. R. Harder (Hamburg, 1956), 1a:207; Plotin: Enneades, 7 vols., ed. and
French trans. E. Brehier (Paris, 1924-38), 7:187.”

23 Corrigan, “‘Solitary’ Mysticism in Plotinus, Proclus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Pseudo-Dionysius,” 1996.
24 Plotinus, Enneads, V1, 7 [38] 34.

25 Corrigan, “’Solitary’ Mysticism in Plotinus, Proclus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Pseudo-Dionysius,” 41.

26 Tbid.
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The negative way of this ascent is characterized by desiring the Good,
apprehending a good, and proceeding to desire something better. This is the way in
which Diotima says that we reach better objects of desire and the means whereby the
prisoner climbs out of Plato’s cave. Indeed, this is not only how human beings pursue the
knowledge of God but also the way we come to know our own capacities, as Corrigan

mentioned above. Denys puts it this way:

By all things, then, the Beautiful and Good is desired (¢pactov) and
beloved (dyamntdv) and cherished; and by reason of It, and for the sake of
It, the less love the greater suppliantly; and those of the same rank their
fellows brotherly; and the greater, the less considerately; and these
severally love the things of themselves continuously; and all things by
aspiring to the Beautiful and Good, do and wish all things whatever they
do and wish. Further, it may be boldly said with truth, that even the very
Author of all things, by reason of overflowing Goodness, loves all, makes
all, perfects all, sustains all, attracts all; and even the Divine Love is Good
of Good, by reason of the Good.?’

Whereas Vanneste sees no trace of a genuine Christian experience in this negative way of
Denys’ mystical theology, Robert Crouse identifies this erotic pursuit as the means by
which we discover everything good and beautiful in the world.?® My argument will show
that for Denys it is not until we are brought by &pw¢ (aspiring love) to a place of union
with the God, beyond being and knowing, that we can know the ¢pia (friendship-love) in

reference to which every object of knowledge can be known as a symbol.

1.4 Outline of the Chapters to Follow

27 “TIgotv ovv £0TL TO KOAOV Kol dyafov £0eTdV Kai £pactov Kol dyamntov, Koi S1' adtd kol odTod Evekol
Kol TO fTTo TOV KPEITTOVOVY EMIOTPENTIKAC EpMCL KoL KOWVMVIKAS TO OPOGTOLY TOV OUOTAY®V Kol T4
KPElTT® TOV NTTOVOV TPOVONTIK®G Kol odTA EAVTAV EKAOTO GUVEKTIKMG, Kol TTavTo 100 KodloD Kol dyafod
gplépeva motel kol Bodreton mavta, doa molel kai Bodretat.  TTappnoidoetal 8¢ Koi T00T0 ginelv O AANOTC
Adyoc, 6T kol 0dTOG O TAVTOVY 0iTiog Ol dyafdTnTog VIEPPOATYV TAVTOV EPQ, TAVTO TOLEL, TAVTO, TEAELOT,
navta cuvéyel, mhvta Emotpépet, Kol ot Kai O 0glog Epmg ayaboc dyadod dua to ayabdv.” Denys, DN
IV.10.708A. English translations of CD are by John Parker, except where modified by the author.

28 Crouse, “Aristotle’s Doctrine of Philia,” 2.
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The chapters of this thesis follow the logic of the Letters themselves that begin
with a description of the soul’s union with the One beyond being and knowing by an
ecstatic, unknowing contemplation. From here the Letters proceed systematically to
describe the downward journey of the soul to its relation to the most particular created
thing. The Letters reveal how both the upward and the downward movements in the soul
are distinguished yet simultaneous, akin to the Incarnation in which God and human are

perfectly united without confusion yet perfectly distinguished without separation.

Chapter II begins with a consideration of Letter I. It is a description of precisely
the union of dyvocia (unknowing) with which the four treatises conclude in MT. One of
the earliest Greek philosophers, Parmenides, said that that which is and that which is
there for thought are exactly the same.? On the basis of this philosophical principle, this
negative way of dyvooia contemplation constitutes a perfect union between the One
beyond knowing, and the one who knows God in this super-knowing way. And while
both knower and the One beyond knowing are perfectly united in this dyvocio of God
they nevertheless remain perfectly distinct — unconfused — from one another. The very
activity of contemplating the One beyond being is itself a manifestation of God in that
this activity consists of what exists and also of what is beyond being; of thought and of

what is beyond thinking.

In Chapter III I consider how Letters II-IV take up the argument of the DN. Letter
IT shows how the Person of Son, “the super-divine and super-good (gift), by aid of which

we are deified and made good,”*’ is anticipated in the Person of the Father, “He, Who is

2 Parmenides, Fragments, 1984.
30 Denys, Letters, 11.1069A.
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beyond all, both above source of Divinity and above source of Good.”*! Jesus Christ, the
second Person of the Trinity, who is implied in Letter II, is mentioned explicitly in Letter
III, which treats the sudden manifestation of God as a man — a manifestation in which
God nevertheless “remains unsaid, and when conceived unknown.”*> The One beyond
knowing remains unknown, and eminently so, not in spite of but because of the
Incarnation which defies the very thing we know of God: God’s unknowability. In Letter
IV, the divine substance beyond substance, who has taken substance as a man (“ranked
essentially with all men”),*? is finally recognized by fellow humans on account of v
Oeavopiknyv évépyetav (human-and-divine activity). Nowhere is God more hidden than in
the person of Jesus, and nowhere is God more evident than in his miraculous activities.
Thus Denys’ Letter IV treats the third Person of the Trinity because it is the Holy Spirit
who is manifest in the human recognition of Jesus’ divinity.>* Chapter I’s most lofty
anticipation of the Trinity, manifest in the dyvmwoia (unknowing) of the One beyond
knowing, is made manifest in this first triad of letters (II-IV) in its description of the three

Trinitarian Persons.

Chapter IV below continues to follow the descent of the soul in a consideration of
the second triad of letters, Letters V-VII, that show how this new, human-and-divine
activity of the Trinity, or Ocapyia (Thearchy), is generative of a human-and-divine
hierarchy, namely the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The Incarnation of God establishes a

cvoumadnéla (sympathy) between God and human beings — that is, a mean between God

31 Tbid.

32 Tbid., I11.1069B.

3 Ibid., IV.1072A.
341 Corinthians 12:3.
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and humanity by which God can act upon human beings and human beings can act upon
God. In Neoplatonism, this copuradnéia (sympathy) is of the essence to any practice of
Beovpyia (theurgy), and for Denys the mediation of God-incarnate is crucial for Christian
Aertovpyia (liturgy) and for every sacramental activity. Thus, Denys’ Letter V is written
to a Aettovpyodg (deacon), or “minister,” or “liturgist” named Dorotheus, literally “gift of
God.” The Aettovpyodg (deacon) belongs to the purifying and initiating rank of ordained
ministers in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Deacons share this purifying, initiating function
with the sacrament of baptism in the sacramental order above them and the catechumens
in the order of laity below them. As Denys explains, every sensible arrangement of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy is intended to conduct human beings to a corresponding
intellectual imitation of God. The argument of Letter V coincides precisely with the
intellectual imitation of God which a deacon serves to enable. Denys instructs Dorotheus
that the contemplation of God above knowing is the initiation and purification into which
enters “every one deemed worthy to know and see God, by the very fact of neither seeing

nor knowing, really entering in Him, Who is above vision and knowledge.”>*

Chapter IV continues with a consideration of Letter VI that conveys the
intellectual imitation of God, corresponding to the illuminating ranks of the ecclesiastical
hierarchy: the sacrament of Communion, the order of priests, and the order of the laity.
Whereas purification consists in contemplating God beyond every thought and every
being, illumination consists in the gathering of every thought and being into God. In
keeping with this illuminating function, Denys tells the priest Sopatros in Letter VI that

he should not denounce any devotion or opinion which seems not to be good lest he

35 Denys, Letters, V.1073A.
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“should overlook the true, which is One and hidden.””*® Just as in the sacrament of
Communion all of the sensible things pertaining to the ecclesiastical hierarchy are
illuminated by being gathered into union with God, so Denys also instructs Sopatros as a

philosopher to contemplate the relation of the One to the many.

Chapter IV concludes with a consideration of Letter VII, addressed to the bishop
Polycarp who belongs to the perfecting order of consecrated ministers. The
consecrations which the bishop carries out demonstrate that the sympathy between God
and human beings established by the Incarnation extends to every sensible thing through
the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Maximus’ helpful exegesis of Letter IV shows how the
Incarnation enables human beings to interpret everything in the created order as a
manifestation of God: “For by virtue of His ineffable conception ‘the Word beyond
being’ clothed Himself in all the elements of nature along with nature itself”.>’ In Letter
VII Denys shows that God is apparent to human beings — first, in the creation of the
world ex nihilo and, secondly, by assuming the same ontological substance of the created
order in the Incarnation: “nothing could be otherwise removed from its heavenly course
and movement, if it had not the Sustainer and Cause of its being moving it thereto, who
forms all things and ‘transforms them’ according to the sacred text.”*® Denys explains

the logic by which the created things are united with God: the fact of a thing’s existence,

36 Ibid., VI.1077A.

37 “Ta yap tfig pOoEOS TAvTo PeTd Thig PVGENS KoTd COANYIV dppNToV DITodVE «O VIepove1og AdYoS”.
Maximus, Ambigua, V.15. Maximus’ commentary corresponds with Denys’ statement in Letter [V: “And
it is nothing less, the ever Superessential, super-full of super-essentiality disregards the excess of this, and
having come truly into substance, took substance above substance, and above man works the things of
man.” (“"EcTt 8& 003&V RTTOV DIEP OVGLOTHTOG DIEPTAPNG O Gl VIEPOVGIOC, GPELEL TH] TAVTNG TEPLOVTIQ,
Kai €ig ovsioy aAndidg EAOMV VTEP ovaiav ovo1mON Kol Ve dvBpwmov Evipyet 0 avOpdmov.”) Denys,
Letters, IV.1072B.

38 Ibid., VIL.1080C.
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of having been moved from non-existence to existence, means that every created thing is
a sign of its Creator. For this reason, Denys argues in Letter VII that Apollophanes, a
particular philosopher of the natural sciences, should also be a worshipper of Almighty
God simply because of the fact of the creation of the world. The force of Denys’
argument, however, is in the miracles in which is seen not only God’s creation of the
world but also God’s activity in transforming the world from its ‘heavenly course.” In a
way that recalls the line of reasoning in Letter IV, Denys points to miracles recorded in
scripture and corroborated in extra-biblical sources as evidence of God’s worthiness to be
worshipped. Acknowledging that this philosopher is not likely to be convinced by these
examples, Denys finally quotes the philosopher’s own words when he saw a supernatural
eclipse, “these things, O excellent Dionysius, are requitals of Divine deeds,”*” not
knowing then that the eclipse transpired at the time of Christ’s crucifixion. Denys’
argument is not primarily that the whole created order points to God as its Creator, but
that everything in the created order points to Christ who is God and yet condescended to
the creation by becoming a man. For this reason, Christ is the mediator — the copmdBeio
(sympathy) — between God and every creature. This perfect union of Christ (“the
anointed one”) with everything in the sensible creation is emphasized by Denys who
stresses that the bishop administers the sacrament of Anointing in every consecration he
carries out. Thus Letters V-VII, written to a deacon, a priest, and a bishop, treat the
manifestation of God in the sensible imitations of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, just as

Letters II-IV treated the manifestation of God in the Persons of the Thearchy.

39 Ibid., VII.1081C.
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Chapter V below treats the last triad of Letters VIII-X that concludes the
argument of the Letters, showing how the Christian sacraments make effectual the
Incarnation, extending the cuundOeio between God and humanity to the intelligible
active imitations of God in every circumstance of daily life. This cound6eio makes
possible a friendship between God and man demonstrated in the friendship of John the
Apostle with God described in Letter X. The final triad of letters (VIII-X) corresponds
with CH, the initial treatise of the ascent in which Denys describes the intelligible
imitations of God. Each of the recipients of these final three letters belongs to a
perfecting order of the ecclesiastical hierarchy: Demophilus of Letter VIII is a monk;
Titus of Letter IX is a bishop; and John of Letter X is an apostle (a proto-bishop). The
scope of human purification, illumination, and perfection which takes place in Letters
VIII-X is that of the human soul. In Letter VIII Denys addresses Demophilus who in an
alleged attempt to preserve hierarchical order, defies that very order. As a monk,
consecrated to the regulation of the passions and the cultivation of virtues in his own
soul, Demophilus’ impassioned defiance of hierarchical order demonstrates his
imperfection as a monk. He spurns the hierarchical structures which are intended to be
emblems of friendship between him and God — the substance of the sympathy between
humanity and divinity. This letter treats the purification of the soul’s passions, which is
the soul’s initiation into friendship with God. Letter IX treats the illumination of the
soul’s capacity for friendship with God. Here Denys teaches symbolic theology to Titus.
Symbolic theology comprises the sensible images of sacred scripture, which in turn
encompass the whole of the sensible creation. However, the task of symbolic theology

consists in the unveiling of these sensible things to illuminate the way they make God
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manifest. Denys’ instruction here is some of his most lucid philosophy in the CD in that
he shows how every object in the created order is best understood as a sign and a token of
divine love. The greater the dissimilarity by which the symbol represents God, the more
exalted its significance. In Letter X we have the personification of symbolic theology in
the Apostle John, who dispassionately suffers every experience and contemplates it with

the passionless part of the soul.

Thus, in the Letters Denys sets out the theological way of koatdpacic
corresponding to the theological way of andé@aocig which orients the direction of Denys’
four major treatises. The Letters show that the manifestations whereby God is affirmed
(in the Incarnation, in the sensible and intelligible imitations of God which constitute the
sacraments, and in the sacred symbols and the divine names of scripture) are not simply
dismissed upon the soul’s union with God through unknowing. These manifestations by
which humankind is conducted to union with God by ascending the negative way of
theology are also the instruments by which human beings may inhabit the most common
experiences whilst carrying out every mundane activity in imitation of and participation
in God. The person who has ascended to the contemplative state described in the MT
never “leaves behind” that union with the “One beyond-knowing” but by way of the
Incarnation through participation in the Holy Communion that contemplative union of the
soul is maintained through its descent such that the soul continues to experience the union

with the One beyond-knowing in every circumstance of daily life.
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CHAPTER 2 Letter I

2.1 Introduction to Letter |

Denys’ first letter is addressed to the monk Gaius who belongs to the perfected
order of the laity.*’ This letter begins from the point at which the treatises conclude: the
mystical union with God.*! In this letter Denys specifically addresses the theme of
ayvooia (unknowing) as presented in the MT. Here in Letter I he describes how the
contemplation of God by dyvocia effects union with God. Thus, in this first letter, the
reader recalls the whole of Denys’ theology of the mystical union with God by
unknowing. The consideration of Letter I in this chapter reviews the theological

propositions that are implied in this unknowing union.

The fact that Denys establishes the concluding dyvwcia of the MT (the conclusion
of the argument of the treatises) as the point of departure for the Letters suggests that just
as the over-all program of the four treatises of the CD proceeds in the direction of

apophatic (negative) theology, so the logic of the Letters proceeds in the opposite

40 There are five occurrences of the name Gaius in NT, but there are no obvious indicators that would help
to identify one of them as the intended addressee of this letter. Only in Letter X does Denys make clear the
biblical character to which a letter is addressed, although it is safe to accept that Letter VII is addressed to
the 2™ Century Christian Bishop and Martyr and that Letter IX is written to the same bishop and martyr to
whom St Paul writes his canonical epistle. Letter X is addressed to the Apostle St John. There are
Johannine resonances throughout all of the Letfers, and especially of John’s third epistle.

41 In addition to Hathaway (1989) who affirms the correspondence of the theme of dyvmoia in Letter I with
the MT (cf. note 13, above), Alexander Golitzin has most recently made a case that the MT is the beginning
point of the logic of the Letters: “Epistle I continues the themes of divine darkness and unknowing which
preoccupy the latter treatise: God’s transcendent darkness (here skotos) is ‘hidden by the light of
knowledge’, Dionysius says, while ‘complete unknowing is the knowledge of Him Who is known to
transcend all things.” Golitzin understands the first five letters as a “kind of chiasm which helps to
complete the thought of the Mystical Theology.” 1 shall show that Letter I intentionally takes up the content
of the MT and Letters II — V develop a logic of descent toward the created order that nevertheless never
leaves behind the experience of the union with divine described in MT, but Letters II-V simply unfold the
character of reality in the light of that completely unknowing knowing. “Revisiting the ‘Sudden’: Epistle
M1 in the Corpus Dionysiacum,”483.
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direction towards an ever increasing kataphatic (affirmative) theology. That is to say, the
Letters begin from the standpoint of God’s perfect self-knowledge: both independent of
anything that is or can be thought, and at the same time that without which nothing can be
thought. The contemplation of God beyond thought and being is described as ecstatic in
the treatises because thinking beings must deny what they know in order to become one
with God. In the Letters Denys completes his overall argument with a description of the
logic of divine ecstasy, or of the downward way in which God condescends to be known
in the whole of the created order. Each of the subsequent letters after Letter I will show
how God becomes known to creatures in increasingly dissimilar manifestations and how
these increasingly dissimilar manifestations do not represent a lessening of the soul’s
union with God but rather increasingly luminous contemplations of God. The beginning
point of this argument in Letter I is God’s relation to Himself as above thought and being,
implying an unresolvable tension between condescension and diminution. This chapter
will show that this self-relation within God is generative of that which is other than God,
and union with God is the perfect realization and end of being and knowing. Thus the
logic of Letter I is self-contained in a circular way, but it is also generative in that it

brings us to the question: how is God related to that which is other than God?

2.2 Letter I and the Mystical Theology

The order of Denys’ four extant treatises (CH, EH, DN, and MT) and the logic of
the ten Letters are parallel but reversed, proceeding in opposite directions. These two
distinct collections are structured in their respective ways by an equal hierarchical

structure that results in the realization of hierarchy’s purpose and goal of union with God.
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The four treatises follow a vector from katdgaocig and the luminous
manifestations of God, to dnopacic and the unknowing union with God. The Letters
begin from the “darkness” of this unknowing union with God, and proceed by tracing the
ecstatic self-emptying of God in which the God beyond thought and essence condescends
to — and becomes manifest in — every object of sensible and intelligible perception. Both
the treatises and the Letters are profoundly shaped by the hierarchical structure of
Dionysian cosmology, equally informed by the philosophical method by which Denys

enfolds and unfolds the divine names and the sacred symbols of scripture.

The hierarchical works CH and EH rehearse in series of triads the imitations of
God the Trinity. This hierarchical arrangement constitutes the whole of the created order,
from the loftiest ranks of the Seraphim and other angels to the mortal human body and
the elements to which it is committed in the funeral rites.** Every hierarchy encompasses
everything that falls under the power of its respective hierarch, and the purpose of every
hierarch is to purify, illuminate, and perfect all that falls under it. In accordance with this
triadic ordering, Denys’s hierarchical works show how the whole of creation is most
accurately understood when it is contemplated as an universal celebration of God
comprised in every imitation of the Trinity. In keeping with this pattern DN, no less than
CH and EH, is also a ‘hymn’* to God the Trinity comprised of the divine names found in
scripture. Each of these names, from the name “Good” itself to the humble name of
“rock,”** praises God according to a greater or lesser similitude. Proceeding from the

more universally participated names (which seem to us more similar to the divine nature)

4 Denys, CH 1.3.201A, EH VIL3.ix.565B.
4 bid., DN, 1.3.589A, 1.4.589D, I1.1.636C, 11.5.641D.
# Tbid., 1.6.596B, C.
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to names that are more specific (which seem to us dissimilar to God, though they are
better predicates of God for precisely that reason), DN follows after CH and EH in an
ascending approach to the contemplation of God. Thus DN continues in the apophatic
way of approach to God through the contemplation of the divine names. Denys attributes
each name to God as the paradigm of every name — the nameless origin whence every
name derives its meaning in the first place, and everything in creation participates in this
cosmic hymn, to the extent that it participates in the divine names.** In this way, CH, EH
and DN can be read in order as progressing in the direction of the union with God by
unknowing with which MT ultimately culminates. Interpreted thus, the treatises

constitute an approach to God according to apophatic theology.*

In MT Denys denies of God many of the same names as were attributed to God in
DN. God is more truly contemplated as excelling beyond these predicates than he is
contemplated by any affirmative attribution. Thus, Denys denies every name as
inadequate to its divine object. Denys employs an image from Plotinus, comparing this
process of negation to the work of a sculptor who cuts away from the raw material of a
statue until the hidden image is revealed. The difference between the sculptor’s activity
and that of knowing God through this process of affirmation and denial, is that in
negative theology there is no positive substance at which Denys eventually arrives.
Unlike the sculpture which the artist finally exposes from the raw material, God is

revealed to be fundamentally different than anything we can conceive. Finally, in MT,

4 Ibid., 1.3.589A, 1.4.589D.
46 Paul Rorem, Pseudo-Dionysius, 205-10.
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nothing remains by which we may predicate of God, and we arrive at a thorough

unknowing (&yvooio) which is itself the truest knowledge of God.*’

Denys insists that this apophatic approach to knowing God is more accurate than
the kataphatic approach and that it ultimately achieves union with God. Denys writes to

Timothy, following the opening prayer of the MT:

[B]ut thou, O dear Timothy, by thy persistent commerce with the mystic
visions, leave behind both sensible perceptions and intellectual efforts, and
all objects of sense and intelligence, and all things not being and being,
and be raised aloft unknowingly to the union, as far as attainable, with
Him Who is above every essence and knowledge.*®

This shedding of thinking and of thoughts, of beings and of being itself, is an &kotaocig
(ecstasy) of the mind to that which is beyond thinking and being, “to the superessential

ray of the Divine darkness.”*

The first of Denys’ Letters begins by contemplating this same dyvooio
(unknowing) with which MT concludes the whole of the four treatises. Denys writes in
Letter I: “Darkness becomes invisible by light, and specially by much light. Varied
knowledge, and especially much varied knowledge, makes the Agnosia to vanish.”°

Letter I takes the ‘agnostic’ state of union with God as its point of departure, and I will

47 Louth has said that the unknowing union with God which Denys describes is fundamentally different
from that described by Plotinus, objecting to Plotinus’ metaphor of “the flight of the unknown to the
unknown.” On the contrary, Corrigan argues strongly that Plotinus and Denys are fundamentally speaking
about the same way of negative theology and the same union with God. Nuance, however, in their
descriptions is only to be expected, according to Corrigan. Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical
Tradition, 170. Corrigan, “‘Solitary’ Mysticism in Plotinus, Proclus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Pseudo-
Dionysius,” 28-42.

8 <50 8¢, ® pile Tudbss, i mepi T8 pooTicd Beduata cuvTove StTpiPii Kai Tog aicdiosic dmdleire Kai
TOG voePag Evepyeiag kal mavta aicHnTda kal vontd Kol Tavto ovk dvta Kol dvia Kol Tpog TV Evacty, Mg
EPIKTOV, AYVOOTOS Avatddntt Tod ViEp mdoav ovoiav Kai yvdow”. Denys, MT, 1.1.997B.

¥ “rpodc 1OV depovsilov Tod Oeiov ordTovg dktiva”. Ibid., 1.1.1000A.

30« To okdTOg APavEC Yivetol 16 eoti, kol paAlov 16 ToA® eoti- Ty dyvosiov deavilovstv ai yvoselg,
Kol piAlov ai moAlal yvooels”. Denys, Letters, 1.1065A.
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argue that agnostic contemplation of and union with God is the recurring focus that links
all of Denys’ Letters, though approached from varied perspectives and contemplated

under different representations.

2.2 Agnosia and Union with God

This union with God by dayvooia bears several implications concerning God and
knowing and unknowing which we must consider in order first to see how Denys
understands this contemplation of God to be a real union of divine and human substance
and second to see how the same theme of unknowing union of MT continues in Letter I
and in the subsequent letters. The first proposition is the fundamental difference between
God and knowing: every object of knowing as well as the activity of knowing itself. The
second proposition is God’s causal (and perhaps voluntary) responsibility for knowing
and for that which is known, as Creator. The third proposition is the relativity of greater
and lesser knowing — that every object of thought and activity of thinking belongs within
the same ontological continuum. The fourth and final proposition is the co-extension of
thought and being — the real identification of these two modes of activity. Each of these

four propositions are recollected briefly in the eleven lines of text that comprise Letter 1.

In Letter I Denys refers to knowing and light interchangeably, as he does with
darkness and unknowing. The clear ontological divide between God and every activity
and object of thinking is established several times in this short letter and not least in the
951

first sentence: “Darkness becomes invisible by light, and specially by much light.

Divine substance and the substance of thought are as sharply separate from one another

ST oKt Apaveg yivetar T¢ Qoti, kol pdrlov T Torld ewti” Ibid.
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as darkness and light. This is the first proposition to take from Letter I. This separation
between God and knowing, however, does not suggest a dualistic model of the cosmos or
two competing independent principles in the universe. That notion is plainly dismissed in
Letter I by insisting that God’s creative will is the cause of everything thought and of all

thinking:

And, if anyone, having seen God, understood what he saw, he did not see
Him, but some of his creatures that are existing and known. But He
Himself, highly established above mind, and above essence, by the very
fact of His being wholly unknown, and not being, both is super-
essentially, and is known above mind.*

God as the cause of everything that can be thought or that is (including all thinking and
being) is not an equal and opposite principle relative to knowing. Denys uses the
interplay between light and darkness but reverses the standard association between God
and light, animating darkness instead, with the result that God encompasses knowing
both by anticipating and creating it and by hiding from it and escaping it. The causal

responsibility of God for creation is the second proposition of Letter 1.

The second proposition is that both knowing and the objects of knowing belong to
the category of creation. Even the ideas which can only be perceived intelligibly such as
those treated in DN, “Good,” “Being,” “Life,” “Wisdom,” and “Power” are created by
God as are all material things which we perceive by the senses. This common
categorization of intelligible and sensible things does not dissolve the distinctions among

created things. Denys wants to be clear that all things, visible and invisible, ephemeral

52 “K ai &1 T1C 180V 080V ouviikev, O €188V, 00K aDTOV EDPAKEV, GALG TL TV aDTOD TV SvTmV Kai
YWOOKOUEVOVY: a0TOG & bmep VoV Kol ovsioy DepdpLUEVOC, avT@d T® KabdLov ur| yvdoke cBat unde
gtvat, Kol £oTv VITEPOLGimg kal vrep vodv yvedoketal.” Ibid.
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and eternal, are all creatures relative to God. Thus Denys insists that while CH treats the
intelligible hierarchies of angels and EH treats the sensible hierarchies of the human
community, nevertheless both of these arrangements alike are imitations of God. As the
highest angel has no natural relation to God, so the intelligible divine names are as

incapable of defining or representing God as are the sensible symbols found in scripture.

The third proposition identified in Letter I is that while there is a fundamental
separation between God and everything that is caused by God, there is a continuum on
which created things belong qua created things such that God’s relation to each is
distinct. This concept is present in Denys’ distinction between light and much light,
varied knowledge and much varied knowledge: “Varied knowledge, and especially much
varied knowledge, makes the Agnosia to vanish™? It is an oft repeated principle of the
CD and programmatic of the Letters specifically that God is better represented by
dissimilar manifestations than by similar ones. While no image can represent God
adequately a similar image is more likely to cause confusion between the image and God
whereas a dissimilar image will “shock” the one who contemplates it to acknowledge that

God is only represented faintly by the dissimilar image, as by hyperbole.>*

The fourth proposition of Letter I is the ontological or epistemological identity of
thought and being. We have seen that Denys speaks of God in apposition as above mind
and above essence, as wholly unknown and beyond being: “[God] both is

superessentially, and is above mind”.>> The Pre-Socratic philosopher Parmenides first

Semy dyvooiov deaviovsty ai yvdoelg, kai pdAlov ai moAloi yvdoeic.” Ibid.

3 Ibid., CH 11.5.144D.

3 “weai Eottv Depovcing kai Vep vodv yvdoxetar.” The second half of Letter I is replete with the
equation by apposition: “And, if any one, having seen God, understood what he saw, he did not see Him,
but some of His creatures that are existing and known. But He Himself, highly established above mind,
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articulated the logic of this equation of thought and being which has characterized
western philosophy through to modern times: “For you could not know that which is not,
for it is impossible, nor express it; for the same thing is for thinking and for being”*¢ Perl

helpfully articulates the force of Parmenides’ assertion:

It would be incoherent even to postulate an unintelligible being, a being
that cannot be thought, for to do so would already be to think such a being.
Parmenides’ fragment thus brings to light the obvious but vital point that
to think being, that which is, is already to presuppose its intelligibility. To
think being is to think it as thinkable. Indeed, it follows not merely that
being and intelligibility are coextensive, as Parmenides plainly asserts, but
that intelligibility is the very meaning of being: by being we can only
mean ‘what is there for thought,” for since thought cannot exist for
anything else, ‘anything else’ is mere empty noise — in short, nothing (t6
un €6v). %7

Parmenides’ defines being as that which is there for thought, and he asserts that thinking

is defined by that which is.

2.3 The Ecstasy of Unknowing

Taken together, these four propositions recollected in Letter | summarize the
teaching of MT that Dionysian dyvooio (unknowing) and 0émotg (union with God) are an
ecstasy of the mind. We contemplate God positively by thoughts predicating God
according to created things. Although such contemplation confirms that God exceeds

created things as the creative cause of all things, nonetheless our thinking of God remains

and above essence, by the very fact of His being wholly unknown, and not being, but is superessentially,
and is known above mind. And the all-perfect Agnosia, in its superior sense, is a knowledge of Him, Who
is above all known things.” (“Kai &i Tic idcv Bgdv cvvijkev, d £16sv, 00K 0OTOV EDpPOKEY, AL TL TAV
a0ToD TV VIOV Kol YIVOCKOUEV®Y: aDTOG 08 DIEP VOOV Kol ovciav Drepldpupuévog, adT®d T@ KabOAoL U
ywhdoke oBar unde sivan, kol oty Hepovoing Kol Vrep vobv yivdoketol. Kai 1y katé 1o Kpsittov
TAVTEMC Ayvocia yvdois éott Tod vrep mavta ta yvookoueva.”) Denys, Letters, .1065A.

56 “ofite yap Gv yvoing 16 ye pury £6v (00 Yap AvueTov)/oBte ppaoaic. TO Yip odTd voeiv gotiv Te Kai stvor.”
Parmenides, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker,1:231.

37 Perl, Theophany, 6.
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without content. It is necessary then to deny every thought its reference to God, “in a
superlative, but not in a defective sense”.’® Ayvooia is achieved by extracting every
thought from the contemplation of God together with the thought of thinking itself, or
vodg (mind). In this way, the whole structure of reality collapses. Even that by which the
whole structure of reality is unfolded and enfolded — the mind — is denied of God as
unequal to the divine cause of mind. Thus contemplation passes beyond itself in a
movement of ontological ecstasy into what Denys calls dyvocio and ckotog (darkness)
which is the hiding place of God: “and His pre-eminent darkness is both concealed by

every light, and is hidden from every knowledge”.

Ayvooia brings us to the point of this ontological ecstasy beyond the mind and
beyond the world of known beings which the mind contains: to the okdtog which is
“invisible by light.”>® This is the “gloom of the Agnosia”®® which MT describes as “the
place where [God] stood.”®! This ‘place’ of ecstasy means something different than the
merely negative and privative value of that which lacks the stuff of thought. It is the
place of divine presence precisely because the mind arrives there by emptying itself of
every thought and essence. The difference is that dndpacic implies the activity of
denying that which is known by katdeacic, whereas sheer ignorance implies only a lack
or absence of knowing. Amndeooig imitates the ecstatic activity of God by which God
brings objects of thought into being. This is because by dndé@aocig the mind goes beyond

the activity of thought and being which is the mind. This activity is, then, no mere

~ 99
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imitation but a real union between God and that which is other than God. This is why

and how dyvmoia arrives at the place where God is.

The superlative nature of the mind’s process of abstraction or denial is significant.
It means that our best knowledge of God is our most thorough denial of our knowledge of
God — our most thorough ignorance. For Denys, any claim of positive knowledge
concerning God indicates confusion on the part of the supposed knower because the

content of positive knowledge can only be knowledge of a creature.

Implied in this super-essential ecstasy of the mind to that which is beyond thought
and being is that dyvooia is the contemplation of God by means of that which is not God
yet which is effected or generated by God. Letter I does not specify the exact relation
between God and that which is, and is thought. However, Denys does indicate in this
letter that the mavtelnc dyvooia (all-perfect Agnosia) has God as its end. Also, Denys’
use of the genitive of source shows that their existence and being known is generated by
God: “11 T®V avTod TAV dvtev Kol yivookopévev” (“[they are] some of His creatures that
are existing and known).”®? Denys is not being specific about what he is referring to as
“ovk avtov”’ (“not [God]”) but as “11 T®V dvtov Kol yvookopévev” (“some of his
creatures that are existing and known” or “something of his which has being and is
knowable.”)%® The ambiguity allows that that which is ‘not God’ might refer either to the
relation of the Father to the Son or to the relation of God to creation; the formula can

function in terms of Ogohoyia (“theology” — the Trinitarian relation of the Godhead)®* or

62 Parker takes some license in his use of the word “creatures.” Denys, Letters, .1065A.
%3 Translations by Parker and Luibheid, respectively. Ibid.
% Lampe, 627.
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in terms of owkovopio (economy — the relation between God and creation).®> Denys’
framing of this matter does not confine him to one set of relations or another; the notion
of God as source is sufficiently general that it may pertain to the relations of either
theology or of the divine economy. At this point in Letter I, Denys is not restricting the

discussion to one or the other of these modes.

Things existing and known have their source and end in God, but we still do not
know how that is. This will be the question with which Letter IT opens. Are existing and
known things generated naturally, like the eternally begotten Word of God who becomes
incarnate as a human being? Or are they created by a free act of God, like the world that
is brought into being from nothing by divine command? In Letter I Denys introduces
God as that which is beyond thought and being, inaccessible to thought and being, which
is nevertheless the source and perfection of all thought and being. Still, even this bare

assertion begs the question of “how” God and that which is not God are related.®

Not in spite of this stark separation between God and knowing and the content of
knowing but because of it, Denys claims that unknowing (&yvwocia) with respect to God
is itself unification with God. Among the instances of union with God which feature in
the Letters, this treatment of the union by unknowing, in Letter I, is the most spare. For
that reason Letter I is especially helpful as a paradigm for seeing the same union and
simultaneous distinction between God and that which is not God, as it occurs in the
subsequent letters. The elements of this “all-perfect Agnosia, in its superior sense’ are:

the substance of that which is known and unknown, the power of knowing itself, and the

%5 Lampe, 941.
% Denys, Letters, 11.1065B.
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activity of unknowing with respect to God, which is real union with God. Denys refers to
God by means of that which we know and by means of knowing itself, but he does so
precisely denying that this stuff of cognition has any relation to God. Denys does not
merely locate God beyond all, as ontologically different than all. By thinking all that is,
and by his very thinking itself, Denys simultaneously acknowledges God as cause of all
yet denies that there is any knowledge of the divine substance. Thus, knowing capitulates
by exceeding itself in the contemplation of God. Denys’ most perfect knowledge of God
is that unknowing whereby the mind goes outside itself in the contemplation of the God

which generates that which is other than God.
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CHAPTER 3 LETTERS II-1V

3.1 God as Thearchy

Letters I and II form the hinge between Denys’ negative and affirmative
theologies in the Letters. The apposition of these letters provides us with Denys’ answer
to the question of the relation between God and that which is not God. Letter II describes
the God beyond knowing which we encountered in Letter I, as “the very Actuality of the
Good-making and God-making gift, and the inimitable imitation of the super-divine and
super-good (gift), by aid of which we are deified and made good.”®” Letter I presents us
with a definition of God as precisely that which is beyond all definition, beyond thought
and being. For Denys, this non-definition of negative theology is the most accurate
contemplation of God that can be had because it actively engages the mind in an ecstasy
of itself, and this very activity is an imitation of God. Nevertheless, the fact of that which
is not God and the mind which denies itself in the contemplation of God — moves Gaius
to inquire into the relation between God and that which is not God. If the mind arrives at
union with God by the negative way of denying God’s existence as any of the objects of
mind including the denial that God is mind itself, then what is God’s relation to that
which is not God? Or, in the words of Gaius: “How is He, Who is beyond all, both above

source of Divinity and above source of Good?”®®

3.2 Letter II: Super-source of Every Source
In Letter II Denys offers his answer to the very ancient and vexed question of how

anything other than perfect simplicity can come from the divine unity. Hathaway has

7 Denys, Letters, 11.1069A.
6 Ibid., 1065B.
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proposed that the unifying logic of Denys’ Letters is that of the nine hypotheses of
Plato’s Parmenides concerning the One.® Whether by coincidence or design, the initial
letters and the initial hypotheses of the Parmenides share deep thematic links. Proclus’
commentary on the Parmenides only extends to the first of the nine hypotheses, so
Hathaway is constrained to the Platonic text in order to draw most of his connections
between the Letters and that text. In the first hypothesis of the dialogue, Parmenides
poses the question: “If [the one] is one, the one would not be many, would it?”’® The
second hypothesis asks, conversely: “If one is, we are saying, aren’t we, that we must
agree on the consequences for it, whatever they happen to be?””’!  Commenting on
Denys’ approach to the question of the relation of the Neoplatonic One to the multiplicity
of human experience and the development of this question in the thought of Plotinus and

Proclus, Louth gives a succinct analysis:

Fundamental to Plotinus is his desire to relate the One and the many: the
deepest problems in Plotinus’s philosophy are due to the fact that any
movement from the One takes one immediately to the many. Nevertheless
Plotinus seeks to disguise the abruptness of this move by various
mediating devices, especially perhaps that of distinguishing between the
One and the First Number, and the One as the source of everything else,
including number. For Proclus this very problem of mediation is the hinge
of his philosophy: and because to relate two things is to invoke a third that
mediates, his philosophy comes to abound in triads... These triads are not
a static classification, but express a movement that pulsates through
everything, a movement expressed in the triad: rest, procession, return.
Reality, arranged in levels that mediate and relate one to another, takes the
form of ‘hierarchies’ (the term is Denys’s, but the concept is there in
Proclus). These hierarchies express the graded levels of reality, all of
which link up with one another through a cosmic sympathy that embraces
the whole.”

% Hathaway, Hierarchy and the Definition of Order in the Letters of Pseudo-Dionysius, 99-101.
70 Plato, Parmenides, 137.c.4.

I Ibid., 142.b.3.

72 Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 13.
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Here Louth explains that implicit in any relation between one and another is a third term,
being the relation itself. On this point, Letter II makes reference to the God-making
d@pov (gift) that enables what is not God to become united with God. In an implicit way,
we have already seen the Trinity in Letter I: in God as beyond knowing, in the mind
which contemplates God unknowingly, and in the activity of unknowing. However, this
consideration of God as Trinity becomes explicit in Letter II, with Denys’ answer to the

question on how God is related to that which is not God.

I argue that in Letters II-IV Denys introduces the Persons of the Trinity to his
correspondence with Gaius. Taken together, Letters I-IV are a kind of catechesis for the
monk on God according to the common and the distinct names, as Denys sometimes
categorizes the divine names in DN. On this reading, Letter II introduces God the Father,
the apyn| (source) of God and Good, of every divine imitation and every good
participation. Twice in this letter Denys refers to the Osapyio (Thearchy) by which term

he frequently calls the Godhead or the Trinity.

We have seen that a kind of hierarchy is implied even in the activity of
contemplating God beyond thought and being. This unknowing contemplation involved
God, the unknowing contemplation of God by that which is not God, and the activity of
unknowing itself. Even in this moment of perfect union between God and that which is
not God, the hierarchical elements of which the union is comprised remain perfectly
distinct. This indicates the way in which hierarchy collapses in achieving union between
God and humanity, as we shall consider this in the three triads of letters which follow

Letter I, beginning with Letters II-IV.
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Golitzin has submitted that “the first five epistles of the Dionysian corpus
function as a kind of chiasm which helps complete the thought of the Mystical
Theology.”” He reads Letter I, as we do also, to be a recapitulation of the darkness of
unknowing at which is the culminating moment of Denys’ treatises. Golitzin says that
Letter V is ultimately a return to this same moment, although it a modified way. This
“punchline” and center of these five letters (I-V) is, for Golitzin the Incarnation which
Denys introduces in Letter III. This interpretation has much to recommend it, but it does
not take in the remaining five letters (VI-X) to show how the unknowing union between
God and humanity in MT and in Letter I is realized three times over in the subsequent

three triads of letters.

The key to this interpretation is the hierarchical pattern by which the Letters are
organized. Denys shows how the difference between divinity and humanity is
acknowledged and overcome in a real way, by hierarchical mediation, which does not
confuse either term. These hierarchical structures consist of: the Thearchy (Letters II-
IV), the ecclesiastical hierarchy (Letters V-VII), and finally the celestial hierarchy
(Letters VIII-X) in which the human soul can be raised to intelligible imitations of and
participations in the Good, even in the circumstance of daily life. In each of these triads
of letters, hierarchy defines the terms that are to be unfied, and the hierarchical
framework collapses in the real union that is achieved between those terms by the

mediation of hierarchy.

73 Golitzin, “Revisiting the ‘Sudden’: Epistle 111 in the Corpus Dionysiacum,” 483.
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Letter II introduces the first triad of letters by referring to the One beyond
knowing (of Letter I) twice as “beyond Thearchy” (“Onép Ocapyiov”).”* Over the course
of Letters II-IV we will see that the Thearchy makes it possible for human beings to
imitate and participate in God. The Persons of the Trinitarian hierarchy achieve a real
union between God and that which is not God: created human beings. As stated above,
Letter III will introduce the Incarnation of God which is an assertion of a perfect union
between divinity and humanity. Folling from this, Letter [V will show how the
realization of Jesus’ divinity and humanity by other human beings is itself a participation
and an imitation in the life of God. However, Letter II makes it plain that God is beyond
any imitation of God or any participation in God: “He is beyond source of Divinity
(“Thearchy”) and source of Goodness, in so far as He is inimitable, and not to be retained
— excels the imitations and retentions, and the things which are imitated and those
particiapating.””> Denys’ insistence on God’s distinction as the source of the Trinitarian
hierarchy by which we are united with God is another way of talking about God as the
Father of God the Son and as the source of God the Holy Spirit. That is to say, Denys’
insistence in Letter II that God is beyond Thearchy shows that their is perfect distinction
even in the perfect union that is achieved between God and humanity in the life of the

Trinity.

3.3 Letter III: Divinity Hidden in the Manifestation of Christ
Denys shares with the Neoplatonic tradition an understanding that the whole

created order, sensible and intelligible, manifests its divine source everywhere by greater

74 Denys, Letters, 11.1065B.
75> Denys, Letters, I1.1069A.
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or lesser degrees. The world is a cosmic theophany where God is perceived as immanent
and transcendent in each instance. Perl concludes his monograph, Theophany, by quoting
Denys’ third letter to illustrate that the doctrine of the Incarnation does not replace but
rather illuminates the Neoplatonic conception of God as creative source, and thus the

world as divine manifestation.

Dionysius understands the incarnation in terms of the Neoplatonic
metaphysics of procession and reversion. But this need not mean that the
incarnation is merely another procession, additional to and parallel with
the universal, creative procession of God to all things and all things to
God. Rather Dionysius’ discussion of the incarnation suggests that the
whole of being, as theophany, is to be understood in incarnational terms
and that God-incarnate, as the ‘principle and perfection of all hierarchies’
(EH 1.2, 373B), is the fullness of reality itself.”®

The Incarnation is the express assertion of the claim that the infinite is manifest in finite
being. The incomprehensibility of God is hyperbolized and, in the same moment, this
incomprehensibility is thoroughly overturned by the eminent manifestation of God in
human substance. As Denys writes: “But, He is hidden, even after the manifestation, or

to speak more divinely, even in the manifestation.” ”’

In the Incarnation, our sole knowledge of God — the paradoxical dyvooia — is
hyperbolized by the ineffable condescension of God having taken substance as a man.

Denys opens Letter III as follows:

Sudden is that which, contrary to expectation, and out of the, as yet,
unmanifest, is brought into the manifest. But with regard to Christ’s love
of man, I think that the Word of God suggests even this, that the

76 Perl, Theophany, 109.
T “K phrog 8¢ ot kai petd T Ekpover 1§, tva 10 Bg16tepov ginm, kai &v tf] ékpdvoet.” Denys, Letters,
I11.1069B.
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Superessential proceeded forth out of the hidden, into the manifestation
amongst us, by having taken substance as man.”®

Letter III offers a new answer to the earlier question of Letter II which I interpreted as
asking, effectively: ‘How is God related to that which is not God?’ The answer of Letter
IT was that God is known to the mind as above the mind and as its source, by means of
the mind’s dyvocio. The only way in which the mind is united with God is by the
purification of every object of thought and of the mind itself — that dc&pov (gift) by which
God knows himself. This rendering of the mind as dc®pov describes the relation of the
Trinitarian Persons: the relation of the Father giving himself completely and freely in
begetting the Son (the ‘mind’ or the Word of God), and the relation of the Son giving
himself in love for the Father. It also describes God’s relation to creation as giver of a
gift and the human soul’s reception of creation as gift of God (via kataphatic theology),
as well as the soul’s ascent to God by acknowledging God’s difference from the gift, (via
apophatic theology). Letter III offers another response to the same question of Letter I1.
In light of the Incarnation, the d&pov of God the Son and the d®mpov of the mind and the
whole of creation which it contains are collapsed in the same “gift” of the God-man,
Jesus Christ. In Letters I and II we contemplated God as beyond every substance, and
thus we denied God by every substance, but in Letter III we are met with the
manifestation of God in substance. God is manifest in the Incarnation, not only as the
cause of a particular being, but God-incarnate condescends to the whole of creation in a
human way. Bearing in mind Parmenides’ principle of the coextension of thought and

being, the human soul contains the whole created order by her capacity to know

78 «““EEaipvnc’ ot 10 mop' EAnida kai 8k 10D Témg dpovols eic 10 dkeavec Eayopevov. 'Emi 8¢ tiig xatd
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everything that exists, and so the Incarnation of God in human substance establishes an
ontological union between God and the whole of creation, not just one species within the

created order.

Perl says that the union of divine and human substance revealed in the Incarnation
is perfectly consonant with the union that is achieved in dyvowoia by means of
philosophically separating God from every substance and every object of knowledge.

The soul, along with the world which the soul contains and by which the soul denies God,
manifests God and is theophanic. This reality is expressed most fully in the Incarnation.
God is revealed by “having taken substance as a man (&vOpomikdg 0vc1m0évTa)”.”
Because of the Incarnation the infinite is revealed in finitude without being defined
whatsoever in itself. Rather, by the ineffable condescension of divinity in manifestation,

God confounds the one certainty we held concerning the divine, namely unknowability

itself.

On account of the Incarnation, God is known both as the cause of creation
(standing above and beyond it) and also known in a substantial way. God the Father is
given in God the Son substantially, in accordance with the divine nature. The different
approaches to God by kataphatic and apophatic theologies find a certain resolution in the
contemplation of Christ, even as both ways are also confounded by the Incarnation. In
Letter III Denys introduces the term katd Xpiotov gilavOpwmnio (Christ’s love of man or
Christ’s philanthropy) as the basis of all affirmative knowledge of God.®* The self-

emptying philanthropy in the Incarnation and the philosophical ecstasy of the soul in the

7 Denys, Letters, 111.1069B.
80 Thid.
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unknowing knowledge of God are, in a sense, reciprocal to one another. The apophatic
way of philosophy and the kataphatic way of divine philanthropy correspond as two
reciprocal motions in a kind of @ida (friendship) between God and humanity. In Letter
III the two ways of understanding the divine paternity, as the source of natural union

among the Trinitarian Persons and as the source of creation, converge in the Incarnation.

The philanthropic Incarnation of God demonstrates an ecstasy of the divine
substance in the direction opposite to our philosophical ecstasy by which we deny all
known substance in pursuit of unknowing union with God. Taking together these “év
dAANAag yopioelc” (“mutual penetrations™),®! Louth comments, “The soul in ecstasy
meets God’s ecstatic love for herself.”®? It is not out of place to speak of love — even an
erotic love — in connection with these ecstatic movements. Of course, another version of
the word “love” is inseparable from both “pilocoeia” (“philosophy”) and
“puhavOporio” (“philanthropy”), and Denys does not hesitate to use different synonyms
for a common thing, particularly the word love.®* For Denys, ecstasy is an essential
quality of divine love.’* Denys defines love as a power that spans every ontological
division of nature, which is ever uniting together disparate elements regardless of the

divisions between them:

Love, whether we speak of Divine, or Angelic, or intelligent, or psychical,
or physical, let us regard as a certain unifying and combining power,
moving the superior to forethought for the inferior, and the equals to a

81 Denys, DN, 1V.2.696B.

82 Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, 170.
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mutual fellowship, and lastly, the inferior to respect towards the higher
and superior.®

This unifying power of love is the common motivation for both the philosophical desire
to know God, which is achieved in unknowing, and the philanthropic love of God for
human beings, which is achieved in the Incarnation that renders God no less

incomprehensible.

Denys insists that God remains hidden even in the manifestation “... and the
mystery with respect to Him has been reached by no word nor mind, but even when
spoken, remains unsaid, and when conceived unknown.”®¢ When Denys reports the
doctrine of the Incarnation as the Superessential proceeding forth out of the hidden, into
the manifestation among us, by having taken substance as man, it is helpful to bear in
mind Proclus’ proposition concerning the descent of the particular soul into temporal
process, or becoming (yéveowv), that it descends entire, “there is no part of it which
remains above and a part which descends”.®” It is crucially important that in the
Incarnation nothing is added to Jesus’ Person that is not natural to man. For the
Incarnation to constitute an ontological union between divine and human natures there
can be nothing added to or taken away from Jesus’ human nature. Does this deny that
Christ has two natures? Not at all — rather, this is what must be said in order to maintain

the doctrine of Christ’s two natures.
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It is no contradiction that Jesus’ divine nature adds nothing to his human nature.
As was made clear in Denys’ first letter: God is known most truly by unknowing. What
then of divinity could be added to the human nature of God incarnate? In Letter Il we
came to contemplate the fatherhood of God: this is precisely what is distinguished from
the Person of the Son who takes on human substance. The divinity of God the Son is not
separated from him in the Incarnation, nor does it add anything to his human nature.
Rather, both human and divine natures remain perfectly distinct even as they are perfectly

united.

What does the Incarnation make manifest? Both the divine nature in human
substance and also human nature par excellence. Denys relays this tension as it is
“hymned” (Juvntan) in Hierotheus’ book, @coloyixag avrod aroiyciwoeig (The Elements

of Theology):

Hence, since through love towards man, He has come even to nature, and
really became substantial, and the Super-God lived as Man (may He be
merciful with regard to the things we are celebrating, which are beyond
mind and expression), and in these He has the supernatural and super-
substantial, not only in so far as He communicated with us without
alteration and without confusion, suffering no loss as regards His
superfulness, from His unutterable emptying of Himself — but also,
because the newest of all new things, He was in our physical condition
super-physical — in things substantial, super-substantial, excelling all the
things — of us — from us — above us.®

In the Incarnation, God is revealed in Jesus by his humanity. It is not by

overthrowing human nature that divinity is revealed among us but by
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condescending to it. The Incarnation reveals human nature for what it most truly

is: theophany.

The word “Sudden” opens Letter III conspicuously. It indicates that the scope of
Letter III is focused on the objective fact of the Incarnation itself, independent of any
subjective recognition. While Letter III treats the event of God’s condescension in
temporal process, Letter IV will treat the way in which God is actively united with human
beings, but Letter III has made clear that the Incarnation changes no aspect of either the
human or the divine natures, revealing them most truly for what they are: the divine
nature as hyperbolically unknown (&yvwocia) and the human nature as a revelation of

God.

3.4 Letter IV: Human and Divine Activity

In Letter III Denys asserts that God and man are perfectly united in the person of
Jesus, while maintaining that his divine and human natures remain perfectly
distinguished. This fact of a real union and perfect distinction of divinity and humanity
in the Incarnation will be the basis for Denys’ hierarchical understanding of the world.
As the core of this hierarchically structured world, the Incarnation constitutes a
sympathy, in the literal sense, between divine and human natures. This sympathy
between God and creation is not derived naturally but is instituted through the
Oeavopiknyv évépyetav (human and divine activity) of Jesus. That the divine and human
natures are perfectly united and distinguished in the activity of his Person makes it
possible for human beings to be actively united with God. In Letter IV, Denys shows

how human nature is perfected in an active union of divine and human natures. This
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union is signified by the “theandric” activities of Jesus, and insofar as these miraculous

signs of Jesus inspire human beings to worship God they also manifest the Holy Spirit.

In DN II, Denys differentiates between those names which can be referred to all
of the Trinitarian Persons in common and those names which distinctively describe the
relations between the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. However, the condescension
of God to human substance, and the assumption of our nature in God which is
accomplished by the Incarnation, constitutes another distinction: “Further, there is
another distinction from the goodly work of God towards us, in that the superessential
Word was invested with being among us — from us — wholly and truly, and did suffer
whatever things are choice and pre-eminent in His human work of God.”® The focus of
Letter IV is on this shift between Denys’ treatment of the contemplation of God
according to the distinctive names of the Trinity, and it transitions to the contemplation of
God incarnate: God’s relation to himself and God’s relation to humankind — what is
normally categorized as Ogoloyia “theology” and oikovopia “economy”.”® In this letter
Denys shows how, in Christ, the full realization of human substance is thoroughly united

with the Trinitarian life of God.

We have already seen in Letter III that God condescends to human substance
entirely in the Incarnation. This contemplation of God as having taken substance as a
man is evocative of the greatest mystery of negative theology because the very dyvocio

(unknowing) by which we truly know God is augmented whereas, in Jesus, God himself
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becomes patently knowable. In Letter IV Denys reiterates this point and extends it: “And
it is nothing less, the ever Superessential, super-full of super-essentiality, disregards the
excess of this, and having come truly into substance, took substance above substance, and
above man works the things of man.”®! In Letter III, the Incarnation is the expression of
God’s infinity precisely in assuming finite substance, and on account of this paradox God
is hidden “even in the manifestation.” In Letter IV we see the full realization of that

definition.

According to the 451 Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon the person of Christ is
defined as constituting a perfect union of human and divine natures in perfect distinction.
Denys writes in Chalcedonian terms about union and distinction between man and God
throughout the CD: “unconfusedly” (dcdyyvtog),” “unchangeably” (dtpéntmg),’
“indivisibly” (&doupétmc),” and “dympictog” (inseparably).”> This definition insists

that the integrity of both divine and human nature is preserved entirely in the Incarnation.

Denys says that God “having come truly into substance, took substance above
substance” (gig ovciov dAN0Gg EAB@V VTEP ovGiav ovomON) and also that God “above
man works the things of man” (“Ongp &vOpwmov évipyst té dvOpmdmov”).”® The super-

essential (bmepovolog) takes human form and performs human activities. Denys has

1 “"Eot1 8¢ 0088V fiTToV DIEP 0VGIOTNTOC VIEPTANPNG O Giel VepoVGIOg, BuéLEL TH TodTNG TEPIOVGIY, Kol
€ig ovoiav aANB& EMOmV VIEP ovaioy ovoLmOT Kol vrep AvBpwmov Evipyel Ta avBpamov.” Denys,
Letters, IV.1072B.

2 1bid., DN 1.4, 1.5, 11.10, IV.2, IV.7, V.7, VIIL5, XI.2; CH X1.2; EH III. 11, II.13, V.7

9 Ibid., DN IX.4; CH XII1.4; EH VII.1, MT 1.1.

% Ibid., DN VIIL.5, XI1.2; EH II1.12.

9 The fourth Chalcedonian adverb, however, dympictog (usually translated “inseparably”) does not occur
in CD.

% «“And it is nothing less, the ever Superessential, super-full of super-essentiality, disregards the excess of
this, and having come truly into substance, took substance above substance, and above man works the
things of man. Denys, Letters, IV.1072B.
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already said that, in Jesus, God and man (together with the whole of nature) are
completely assumed in God in a substantial way. What more could be signified by
saying that this union is evidenced by Denys’ reference to “xkowvfv tiva v Ogavopikniv

gvépyswav” (“a certain new divine-human energy”)’’ of God having become man?

Maximus explains that Denys is making a distinction between the power
(0Ovapc) or capacity of a substance and its activity (évépyeia) in reference to the union of

divine and human substance and the union of divine and human activity of Jesus.

The only valid proof that this ‘essence’ is present in its ‘entirety,” moreover, is its
natural, constitutive power, which one would not be mistaken in calling a ‘natural
energy,” properly and primarily characteristic of the nature in question, since it is
the most generic motion constitutive of a species, and contains every property
that naturally belongs to essence, apart from which there is only nonbeing, ‘since
only that which has absolutely no being whatsoever’ — according to that great
teacher — ‘has neither motion nor existence.””®

Maximus comments that Denys understands the activities of Jesus as the sole evidence
we have in support of the remarkable claim that God and man are perfectly united in
Christ. Every substance has its own “natural, constitutive power” (“@Octv avTiig
oLoTOTIKT OVvapS”). Any given nature — any species — is defined by its “natural energy”
(“puowmv évépyelav”) which is the activity that is most generic to the nature. The power
of a nature is its potential to realize that activity, and activity is the realization of that

potential in fact.

7 Ibid., 1072C
98 “Rc uovN TE Kol GANONC E0TV AMOSEIEIC 1) KATd PUOTY aDTHG GLGTOTIKT SVVOUIS, iV 0VK &V TIC GudpTOoL
TS dAnBeiag ‘puokny’ eNoag ‘Evépyelav,” Kupimg Te Kol TPMOTMOG YOPUKTNPLOTIKTV OOTHG, MG 1007010V
VIAPYOVGAY KIVIGIY YEVIKOTATIV TAoNG THC POCIKMC 0T TPOGOVGT|C MEPIEKTIKTC i010TNTOC, NG Y™PIC
pévov €oti 1o P Ov, ‘@¢ pévoL Tod undapdg 6vtoc,” Katd TodTov TOV péyav dddokaiov, 6vTe Kivnow
obte dmap&v Eyovrog.” Maximus, Ambigua V.2.
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Denys adopts from Aristotle a formula of the constitution of a substance
according to these terms: “substance” (ovoia), “power” (dvvaug), and “activity”
(8vépyern).”® In the Metaphysics, after considering substance in reference to the accidents
that depend on it,!* Aristotle goes on to say that “substance” (oVcio) can be also
considered according to potency, or power, and complete reality, or activity.'’! In their
turn, power and activity can also be understood in several senses. The power, potency or
capacity of a thing refers to the sense in which it is a source of change — either of change
in something else or of change in itself in relation to something else qua other,'®
“duvatov yap €0t Kol T@ Exev avTd dvvapy tod Tadelv Kol 1@ dAlo v’ avtod” (For a
thing is ‘capable’ because it itself possesses the power of being acted upon, and also
because something else has the power of being acted upon by it).!* Potency, then, is
either that which admits of change in a substance (or in one of its qualities, or in some
other of its accidents), or it is that by which one substance effects change in another.
Potency and impotency are closely related because impotency is simply the deficiency or
privation of a substance’s power to act on something else or to be acted on by something
else, relative to another substance. Privation can be spoken of in several ways.!® The
simple fact of privation in something, however, means that an existing thing may be less

than it is naturally capable of being and yet it may still exist. The power of a substance is

9 Sheldon-Williams shows how these Aristotelian terms are developed in Neoplatonism. Sheldon-
Williams, “The pseudo-Dionysius,” 459.

190 Aetaphysics Z and H, and Categories

101 Aristotle, Metaphysics ©, 1045.b.35.

102 «“550n §& TPOG TO 0TO £100¢, TACHL ApyYai TIVEC €iG1, Kol TPOC TpdTV pioy Aéyovtar, 1 €6Tv dpyn
neTaBoAfic &v Ao 1 ) Alo.” “But all potencies that conform to the same type are originative sources of
some kind, and are called potencies in reference to one primary kind of potency, which is an originative
source of change in another thing or in the thing itself qua other.” Ibid. 1046.a.10

103 Tbid. 1046.a2.20

104 Tbid. 1046.a.31-36.
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the extent to which its nature may be diminished until that substance can no longer be
classified as an instance of that species. This means that there is a difference between
being and being well, and the range between which a substance may be or be well is its

power or capacity (SOVaIC).

The full realization of a substance’s natural capacity is what Aristotle and
Dionysius refer to as “activity” or “actuality” (évépyeia).!®> A substance can be
considered either according to its power or according to its activity: whereas power is
observed in the thing which suffers or enacts a change, activity is observed in the end of
things — the realization of its power and the completely undiminished nature. Aristotle
says that a sculpture of Hermes is potentially in a block of wood. He illustrates what
activity is by describing a particular rendering of Hermes which is so perfect that it is
difficult to say whether the god is inside or outside the painting:'% the “actuality” or
“activity” is in the object toward which the artist is working all along.!%” “For the activity
is the end, and the actuality is the activity; hence the term ‘actuality’ is derived from ‘activity,’
and tends to have the meaning of ‘complete reality.””!®® Implied in every substance (ovoio)
then is its threshold for privation up to the point that it ceases to exist according to its

natural definition, that is, its power (d0Uvapg). And also implied in every substance is the

105 «Actuality, then, is the existence of a thing not in the way which we express by ‘potentiality,”” Aristotle
says: “€ot1 01| Evépyeta TO Vmdpyev 10 mpdypa un obtmg domep Aéyouev duvauet”. Ibid. 1048.a.33.

196 On the use of analogy to convey the meaning of what activity is: “5fjlov 8 &mi tdv k08’ Ekaota Tf
gmaymyii 0 PovAdueba Aéyetv, kal 0 del mavtog Opov {ntelv GALG Kol TO Gvaloyov cuvopdy, §TL MG TO
0iKk0dopoDV TPOg 10 oikodoutkov”. (“Our meaning can be seen in the particular cases by induction, and we
must not seek a definition of everything but be content to grasp the analogy.”) Ibid., 1048.a.36.

197 Tbid. 1050.a.20.

108 <[ T]0 yap Epyov Téhog, 1) 8¢ Evépyeta 1O Epyov, 810 Kol ToUvopa &vépysta Aéyetat kot 1O Epyov Kai
cuvteivel Tpog v evieréyetav.” Ibid. 1050a23.
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full realization of its nature toward which the given substance ceaselessly moves until it

is realized, that is, its activity (Evépyeia).

As God and man, Jesus’ substance is both divine and human. “But we do not
define the Lord Jesus, humanly, for He is not man only, (neither superessential nor man
only), but truly man, He Who is pre-eminently a lover of man, the Super-essential, taking
substance, above men and after men, from the substance of men.”'” Just as every nature
is manifest in the exercise of its proper activity, Jesus’ human and divine natures are both
realized in a perfect union even as he carries out his work (8pyov) in the finitude of
temporal process. This moves Denys to expound the way in which Jesus worked the

things of man above man:!!? «

not having done things Divine as God, nor things human as
man, but exercising for us a certain new human and divine activity of God having
become man.”!!! Jesus is not God and man in such a way as only to appear to be an
instance of divine or human nature. In Him both natures are united unconfusedly,
unchangeably, indivisibly and inseparably. The Incarnation is not only the substantial
ecstasy of God outside God (the mysterious condescension of God in self-emptying
privation) but also God’s assumption of all human substance into Himself. God is

manifest in Jesus as the human subject who both suffers change and effects change in

others. God is manifest in the realization of Jesus’ human capacity.

109 “Hyeic 8¢ 1ov Incodv ovk dvOpomikdg dpopilopsy: 00dE yip GvOpwmog povov —ovde Hrepovoiog, &i
avOpwmog povov—, AN avOpwmog aANOGDC O SLopePOVTOC PIAAVOP®OTOG, VITEP AVOPMTOVE Kol KoTh
avOpmdmovg &k g avpdrmv ovoiag 6 Vrepovolog ovotwuévoc.” Denys, Letters, IV. 1072A.

10 “ymep vOpwmov &vipyer T dvOpdmov”. Ibid., 1072B.

HL o0 kotdr 00V 0. Ol Spdoag, o0 Té dvOpdneta katd EvOpw mov, AL dvdpmBévtog Og0d, kKawvrv Tva
v Beavopikny vépyetoy MUy temoitevpévog.” Ibid., 1072C.
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We cannot speak of God the Trinity simply as a union of substance, power and
activity, but we can nevertheless see the perfect union and distinction of the Trinitarian
Persons reflected in the structure of created things. At several key points in CD, Denys
shows how this structure runs through the whole of the created order, chiefly in the ranks
of angels and demons and in his treatment of the first divine name “Good.” In CH XI, at
the conclusion of Denys’ treatment of the celestial hierarchies in general and immediately
before he proceeds to treat the specific ranks and orders of the angelic powers, he says
that every intellectual being comprises substance (ovcia), power (dOvapg), and activity
(8vépyera).''? When Denys seeks to find out what evil is in an extended meditation of
DN IV, he considers where it might belong within the created order and he begins his
consideration with the fallen angels. Ultimately, however, he finds that if the demons are
really evil, then evil would have to exist in some aspect of their nature — substance, power
or activity.!!> Denys uses this Aristotelian constitution of a given thing, as substance,
power, and activity explicitly to describe the way in which angels and demons participate

in the Good.''* At the very outset of his treatment of the Good Denys makes it very plain

N2 €42 énedn eic tpia Sjpnvan @ ko’ antodg vepkocpin Aoy® ThvTeg oi Osiol voeg, ig odoiav kol
Sovapuy kai évépyetay, dtav 1 Tvag avTdv AmopoatnpiTeg ovpaviag ovoiag 1 ovpoviag SVVANELS
ATOKOAODILEY, ADTOVE TEPIPPACTIKGHC TOVS TEPL OV 6 AOYOC EUpaively b ointéov £k Tiic kad’ ExacTov
avT®V ovoiag fj duvapems”. (“But, inasmuch as all the Divine Minds, by the supermundane description
given of them, are distributed into three, - into essence, and power, and energy, - when we speak of them
all, or some of them, indiscriminately, as Heavenly Beings or Heavenly Powers, we must consider that we
manifest those about whom we speak in a general way, from their essence or power severally.”) Denys,
CH, X1.2.284D.

113 “"Brerta £ontoic iot koxol | £tépoig; Bi pév Eavtoig, kai eOsipovoty Eavtovg, el 88 dAloIG, THC
pBeipovteg 1 Tl pOeipovieg: ovsiav fj duvapy fj Evépyelav;” ... Qote 10 T010VTOV 01 KAKOV, GAL' EAAEITEG
ayafov. TO yap mévtn dpotpov 1od dyadod odte &v Toic odowv Eoton” (“Then, are they evil to themselves or
to others? If to themselves, they also destroy themselves; but if to others, how destroying? — Essence, or
power, or energy? ... so that, such a thing is not an evil, but a defective good, for that which has no part of
the Good will not be among things which exist.””) DN IV.23.724C.

114 Aristotle is clear that the triadic constitution of things as substance, power, and activity applies both to
rational and to non-rational beings, though these are distinguished in that rational beings are capable of
producing one effect in a given context whereas rational souls are capable of contrary effects. Sheldon-
Williams says that these terms are used by the middle Platonists in order to show how corruption is
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that the nature of things as substance, power and activity is reflective of its source in God,

and he says that everything bears this triadic mark in its intelligible existence:

For, even as our sun — not as calculating or choosing, but by its very being,
enlightens all things able to partake of it light in their own degree — so too
the Good — as superior to a sun, as the archetype par excellence, is above
an obscure image — by Its very existence sends to all things that be, the
rays of Its whole goodness, according to their capacity. By reason of these
(rays) subsisted all the intelligible essences and powers and energies.'!”

Everything that participates in the Good is a substance that has a capacity for its privation
and for its full realization — its activity (évépyewa). It is in the realization of a substance’s
capacity that the true nature of a substance is manifest. A substance qua substance, apart
from the accidents that depend on it, is completely hidden. Similarly, as a pure
potentiality a substance is not recognizable. A substance that is considered according to
its perfect activity is observed precisely for the way in which it manifests its natural
capacity. It is only to the degree that the potential of a substance is realized that its nature

becomes manifest.

As the source of substance God is utterly beyond knowing. God’s unknowability
is all the more intensified for us as he is manifest and simultaneously hidden in his
condescension to human capacity. However, in the perfection of divine and human
capacity — in Jesus’ activity, Denys says that God “Omep dvOpwmov évipyet T AvOpdTov”

(“above man works the things of man™).!!¢ In the condescension of God to our capacity,

possible for creatures lower than God which are yet endowed with intelligence. Sheldon-Williams, “The
reaction against Proclus,” 473-477.

115 “K oi yaip domep 6 ko' Hudic fA1og od Aoy1opevog fi Tpoatpodpevoc, 6L adTd Td sivon eoTiel Tévta
TO LETEXEWV TOD POTOG aTOD KOTh TOV 0ikeloV duvapeva Adyov, obtm o1 Kol Tayadov ViEp AoV Mg VTEP
apodpay sikéva 1o EEnpnuévec apyETumoy oVt TH VTapEet TAGL ToIC OVOY AVOAGYME £9INat TaC TG 6ANG
ayaBotnTog aktivag. Atd tavtog vréstnoay al vontol kol vogpal tdoot kol ovoiot Kol SuvaueLg Kol
évépyewar.” Dionysius the Areopagite, DN, IV.1.693B.

16 Ibid., Letters, IV.1072B.

52



human nature is united with God in a purely potential way. The infinite takes on the
definition of human power, and ““E&aipvnc” (“On a sudden”)!!” human nature, every
nature, and nature itself is ontologically linked with God in the person of Jesus. Human
and divine natures are suddenly related to one another. More than this, the union
between God and humanity is mediated by Christ’s humanity and extended to the whole
of creation as a function of Parmenides’ equation of thought and being. But, considered
thus, this relation is still only potential. It is only perfected insofar as the divine and
human natures are united in activity. Also, until the union between divine and human
natures is realized actively, the union is completely imperceptible. All substance
manifests God as its source, but God is not in any substance gua substance. The God-
man Jesus manifests the Father in human form, but God is completely hidden in Jesus
qua man. It is only the “Ogavopikny Evépyelav” (God-manly activity) of Jesus, which
manifests God in human activity such that God incarnate is manifest as God incarnate. |

will argue that the recognition of this manifestation is the work of the Holy Spirit.

As we have seen from Maximus, the natural activity (évépyeia) of a power
(80vauc) is the only valid proof that a substance (oboia) is present in its entirety. '
Nevertheless, the human and divine activity of Jesus needs to be considered according to
katdeaotg (“positive theology”) and dnoeacic (negative theology) alike. Dionysius says
that Jesus’ Beavopikd (human and divine) évépyeia (activity) carries with it “dOvopy

vepoyIkt|g dmopdoem” (“A force of superlative negation”) such that the union achieved

17 “EEaipvng” is the opening word of Letter IIl. “On a sudden” is the translation offered in Lampe.
18 Maximus, Ambigua, V.2.
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by our contemplation of Jesus’ deeds, words, and sufferings inspires the same unknowing

(dyvooia) as that to which we were brought in the previous letters.

For, even, to speak summarily, He was not man, not as not being man, but
as being from men beyond men, and as above man, having truly been born
man, and for the rest, not having done things Divine as God, nor things
human as man, but exercising for us a certain new God-incarnate energy
of God having become man.'"

Not having done things divine as God, nor things human as man,'?° every action and
experience of Jesus inspires in the one who contemplates them the same unknowing
(dyvooia) as the contemplation of God as unknowable, which we considered in Letters I-
III. And this unknowing contemplation of Jesus’ God-manly activities is no less effective

of union with God than is the contemplation of the first three letters.

The union between God and man is contemplated in a particular way in each of
the letters to Gaius. In Letter I God is contemplated as unknowable, and the mind is
united with God by a ‘superlative’ unknowing which takes it beyond the stuff of knowing
to “the place where God stood.”?! In Letter II we contemplate God as the source of
mind and that which it knows, and thus we are united with God as immanent and
transcendent in every substance that is given to our perception. In Letter III, the
unknowing by which we contemplate God as cause of everything we know is heightened
and inverted on account of the Incarnation. God takes on human substance, becoming

known to us as one of us, and thus God overturns the sole certainty that we had

19 “K oi yép, tva GUVELOVTEC EimmpLey, 008 vOpOTOC v, 0VY OC LT EvOpmTOG, GAL' M¢ &€ AvBpdTOV v
Oponov Enékeva Koi vrep AvBpwmov AANBGSC GvOpmITog YEYOVMS, Kai TO Aomov oV katd B0V Ta Beln
dpdoog, o0 ta avOpdrelo KoTd AvOpw mov, AL’ AvdpwOEvTog B0, Kaviv Tva TNV Beavdpikny Evépyslay
Nuiv memolrtevpévoc.” Denys, Letters, IV.1072C.

120 Tome of Pope Leo

121 Denys, MT 1.3.1000C.
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concerning the divine, namely our unknowing of God. In the Incarnation we are united
with God in a potential way, simply by sharing our humanity with the God-incarnate. In
Letter IV we contemplate Jesus’ every activity: his virgin birth as well as his every
miracle and even his most mundane experiences. Each of these activities possesses a
force of superlative negation in that each is an affirmative manifestation of the
unknowable cause of all.!?? Letter IV shows that God is revealed in the human and
divine activities of Jesus, and human beings are actively united with God in that they
perform the works of God in imitation of Jesus. Maximus concludes his exegesis of
Denys’ fourth letter with a reference to St Paul:!'% ““Ov &yovtec, ywoopévor, Aoyom te Kai
Biw poppovuevov ppunoacte v pokpodopiov” (“Since He has taken shape in your
speech and life, O sanctified ones, imitate His long-suffering”).!?* The particular
character of the unknowing union presented in Letter IV is that of an active union. Letter
IV shows that human substance is united with and distinguished from God in that God-
incarnate exercised a God-manly activity “o0 katd 0edv Ta Ogia Spdcac, o Ta
avOpamela kot GvOpw mov” (“not having done things Divine as God, nor things human

as man”).!??

In Letters II-IV, Denys shows how God is manifest in the three Persons of the
Trinity. Letter II treats the manifestation of God the Father as the source of all substance.
Letter III treats the manifestation of God the Son in the substantial self-othering of God

that is the Incarnation — the begetting of God from God and in the condescension of the

122 Denys, Letters, IV.1072C.
123 Ephesians 5:1, I Timothy 1:16
124 Maximus, Ambigua, V.27.
125 Denys, Letters, IV.1072C.
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Superessential in human substance. Letter IV treats the manifestation of God the Holy
Spirit in the realization of an active union between God and humanity in the Person of
Jesus Christ: his virgin birth, his miracles and every detail of his life in space and time.
In Letter IV Jesus’ divinity is manifest not merely in his definition as God and man — the
powers, or potentialities, corresponding to his two natures. Jesus’ divinity is manifest in
the perfection of his human activity, and the recognition of divinity in his fully human
substance is the manifestation of the Holy Spirit. Denys catalogues a few of Jesus’

miracles which demonstrate this new, human and divine activity:

And a virgin supernaturally conceiving, and unstable water, holding up
weight of material and earthly feet, and not giving way, but, by a
supernatural power standing together so as not to be divided, demonstrate
this. Why should anyone go through the rest, which are very many?!2¢

The recognition of the infinite God in finite substance is the manifestation of the Holy
Spirit. The characteristic trait of the Holy Spirit is to demonstrate the power of God, as is
plain to a cursory reading of the Nicene Creed,'?’ or as St. Paul says, “no one speaking by
the Spirit of God ever says ‘Let Jesus be cursed!” and no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’
except by the Holy Spirit.”'?® Denys identifies the same significance of making God

manifest in DN.

Again, that the Father is fontal Deity, but the Lord Jesus and the Spirit are,
if one may so speak, God-planted shoots, and as it were Flowers and
superessential Lights of the God-bearing Deity, we have received from the
holy Oracles; but how these things are, it is neither possible to say, nor to
conceive.'?’

126 “Kai dmAol mapOivog tmepeude kovsa kol Bdwp Eotatov VAKGY Kol yenpdv moddv dvéyov Bapog kol
un vmeikov, AL VTEPPLET SuVANEL TPOG TO AdLiyLTOV cvvicTduevoy. Ti dv Tic Ta Aot mapmoAla dvio
01EABoL;” Ibid., 1072B.

127« _.incarnate by the Holy Ghost...” and “...Who spake by the Prophets...”

128 T Corinthians 12:3.

129 Denys, DN, 11.7. 645B.
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God is manifest in each of Jesus’ activities because there is sympathy between God and
man, established by Christ’s philanthropic condescension which encompasses human
nature: substance, capacity and activity. Maximus elaborates the way in which Jesus

performs human activities in a divine way and divine things in a human way:

As God, He was the motivating principle of His own humanity, and as
man He was the revelatory principle of His own divinity. One could say,
then, that He experienced suffering in a divine way, since it was voluntary
(and He was not mere man); and that He worked miracles in a human way,
since they were accomplished through the flesh (for He was not naked
God). Therefore His sufferings are wondrous, for they have been renewed
by the natural divine power of the one who suffered. So too are His
wonders wedded to passibility, for they were completed by the naturally
passible power of the flesh of the one who worked them. '*°

Everything done and suffered by Jesus is a revelation of God in that it inspires our
unknowing (&yvwoio) with reference to God, either in virtue of his voluntary
condescension, even to the minutiae of human life, or else in virtue of his perfect human

activity by which he reveals the divine will in his physical experience.

3.5 Imitation of the Inimitable

By the way of negative theology human beings are capable of an dyvooia
(unknowing) knowledge of God as precisely unknowable. God is the unknown source of
all that we do know, the cause of all that is. It is only by the condescension of God in
Jesus that human beings become capable of an affirmative knowledge of God. The
appearance of divine and human natures in Jesus at once reveals God as Father — the

source of God the Son — and, insofar as Jesus’ divinity is recognized in his humanity, the

130 «Qc ugv Oed¢ Tiig idiag RV KN TkdG GvOpmTITNTOC, MG EvOpmTOC 8¢ THC oikeing EKQAVTIKOC VTTipYe
BeoTOC, BsiKdC pév, Tv’ obTmg einw, TO ThoyEw ExmV, £K0VGI0V Yap, £Tel I} WILOG vOpwmog v,
avOpOTIK®C 8 TO Bawpatovpyslv, S capkdg Yap, Emsi U Yopuvos vipye Osdg, MG sivor T PEv Taon
Badpota wabnTd, T KoTd UG ToD AVTA BV LATOVPYODVTOG AN TIKT] SLVALLEL GUUTANPOVUEVA TTIG
capkoc.” Maximus, Ambigua, V.18.
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Incarnation is also the revelation of God the Holy Spirit, by whom the divine Word is
manifest. This manifestation of hierarchy in God — of Thearchy — makes God knowable
for human beings. And in the condescension of God to human beings, which is the
Incarnation, the hierarchical structure is collapsed. Divine and human natures unite in the

person of Jesus, according to the Chalcedonian definition.'*!

Divine and human natures are not united in such a way that either is altered.
Rather, both human and divine natures are manifest in Jesus in their entirety: the human
in accordance with substance, power, and activity; and the divine nature is manifest as
source of all substance in the virgin birth and the miracles and as no substance in that
nothing is added to Jesus’ human nature. Divine and human substances are manifest in
every activity of Jesus, as Maximus explained.'3?> Christ’s miraculous activities are the
proof of his in-fleshed divinity, confirming the union of the two natures. His human
sufferings enhance the distinction of God beyond anything conceivable in that God, who
we know precisely by superlative unknowing, confounds even that most modest
definition by willing to be identifiable in our every human experience. Notwithstanding
the immediate knowledge of God afforded by this divine condescension to human
substance, the doctrine of the Incarnation does not excuse human beings of an active part

in their unification with God. God condescends to human nature in its entirety,

131 Christ is one Person whose two natures (human and divine) remain perfectly distinct even as they are
perfectly united: “unconfusedly” (dotyyBtmg), “unchangeably” (dtpéntwg), “indivisibly” (ddiapétac), and
aympiotwg (inseparably).

132 “Qeide pév, tv’ obtog sinw, 1o Taoys Exov, EK0VGI0V Yap, Emel Ui YIRS EvOpmmog v, GvOpOTK®dC
8¢ 10 BovpoTovpyely, S1 GapKOg Yap, Emel | Yopvog vrfjpyxe O@og” (“One could say, then, that He
experienced suffering in a divine way, since it was voluntary (and He was not mere man); and that He
worked miracles in a human way, since they were accomplished through the flesh (for He was not naked
God).”) Maximus, Ambigua, V.18.
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substance, power and activity in order that human beings may be united with God with

the whole of their nature, substance, power and activity.
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CHAPTER 4 LETTERS V-VII

4.1 The Church as Hierarchy

Maximus concludes his exposition of Denys’ fourth letter with a Pauline call to
imitate the divine and human works of Jesus.'** The language of imitation was
introduced in Letter II where the Father is described as ‘beyond source of Divinity’ yet
the one who begets the Son (Letter I1I) and He is the One from whom the Spirit proceeds
(Letter IV). Likewise, in Letter II the Father is described as ‘inimitable’ yet related to ‘the
things which are imitated’. Letters Il and IV outline how the inimitable is able to be
imitated in potentiality because of the Son, and in actuality because of the Holy Spirit.
Thus Maximus’ call to imitation as conclusion to his consideration of Letter IV confirms
the dominant theme of imitation in the first triad of letters (II-IV). I shall also show in
this chapter how the concept of imitation also anticipates the theme of the second triad of
letters (Letters V-VII), viz. the achievement of union with God through ethical, prayerful
and theurgical activity in imitation of the Incarnation. If the first triad of letters
considered the notion of imitation from a contemplative perspective as addressed to a
monk, the second triad of letters, considered in this chapter, considers imitation from a
more practical and theurgical perspective in letters addressed to a deacon, a priest, and a

bishop.

Letter V is addressed to a “Aettovpyog” (deacon, or more literally “liturgist™)
named “AwpoBeog” (“gift of God”). The pairing of this name with this title is a helpful

reminder of Denys’ insistence in Letter II that God’s relation to that which is not God is

133 “Since He has taken shape in your speech and life, O sanctified ones, imitate His long-suffering” (“"Ov
gyovtec, Nylacpévol, Aoy te kol Plo poppoduevov ppncacde v paxpobouiov). Maximus, Ambigua,
V.27. The reference to St Paul is in Ephesians 5.1 and also I Timothy 1.16.
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fundamentally that of a gift. God is known as the source of the gift which characterizes
the relations of the Persons of the Thearchy, as well as the gift which characterizes
humanity’s knowledge of God ‘above mind.” The Father is given entirely in the Person
of the Son (the mind or the Word of God) and thus the Son is the gift offered by the
Father by which human beings are made deified and good.'** The Incarnation
(introduced in Letter I1I, and made effectual in the Holy Spirit as described in Letter IV)
is the ground of any and all sympathy by which created beings are enabled to imitate and

participate in God.

Whereas the Thearchy is the revelation which orders our contemplation of God in
Letters II-IV, in Letters V-VII the ecclesiastical hierarchy orders the human assimilation
in God.!* Letters II-1V treated the purification of all thought and substance in the
unifying contemplation of God (Letter II), in the illumination of God’s unknowable
power demonstrated in the Incarnation (Letter III), and in the perfect union and
distinction of divine and human natures in the Holy Spirit’s activity which is the human
realization of God-incarnate (Letter [V). Letters V-VII continue the discussion of the
union of man with God made possible by the Incarnation. Letters II-IV describe how the
Thearchy condescends to make God knowable to human beings: Letters V-VII show how
the ecclesiastical hierarchy makes that condescension effectual such that human beings

are able to achieve contemplation and union with God. In Letter V to a deacon, Denys

134 Denys, Letters, 1L 1.69A.

135 The EH begins, “Now the assimilation to, and union with, God, as far as attainable, is deification. And
this is the common goal of every Hierarchy ... the clinging love towards God and Divine things divinely
and uniformly ministered.” Denys, EH 1.3. 376A.
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explains how the human soul must be purified in its sensible and intelligible perception
so that the soul can receive the very thing that she acknowledges to be impossible, “really
entering in Him, Who is above vision and knowledge, knowing this very thing, that he is
after all the object of sensible and intellectual perception.” In Letter VI to a priest, Denys
describes how the capacity of human beings for union with God is illumined through a
turning away from false and apparent things and a turning toward that which is One and
hidden. In Letter VII to a bishop, Denys argues that the highest philosophy of the Greeks
is unable to rise above the creation to discover the Creator, but only the revelation of
Christ as supernatural Cause of all can demonstrate the created order as divine theophany.
Thus Dionysius encourages Polycarp the Bishop to supply what is lacking in the

philosophy of the Sophist Apollophanes:

But you are capable, both to supply the deficiency, and to bring eventually to God
that distinguished man, who is wise in many things, and who perhaps will not
disdain to meekly learn the truth, which is above wisdom, of our religion.'°

In the Incarnation the human and divine natures are united in the person of Jesus.
Because the divine and human natures are not at all altered in the God-man, it can be said
that the transcendence of God has its fullest realization in the immanence of Christ.
Likewise, human beings are so united to God by the imitations of the ecclesiastical
hierarchy that the hierarchical mediations give way to real union with God. Nevertheless,
in accordance with Chalcedonian logic, both the condescension of God to human

substance and the assimilation of human beings to divine substance preserve the integrity

136 Denys, Letters, VIL.3.1081C.
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of the divine and human natures. Union with God does not annihilate human nature, but

1s its fullest realization.

The first triad of Letters (II-IV) showed how in the Incarnation God assumes
human nature in substance (ovoia), capacity (60vapig), and activity (€vépyeila). This
activity of the God-man (Beavopiknyv évépyetav) is the basis of a real sympathy
(ovumdOeln) between humanity and divinity, making it possible for people to join in the
activity of God. Thus the second triad of Letters (V-VII) further describes a liturgical
hierarchy that makes possible the human imitation of the divine and assimilation with
God. The human and divine activities of Jesus make Christian theurgy and liturgy
possible: the mutual penetrations (ai &v dAARAoig yoproeic)!’’ between heaven and earth.
In Letters V-VII Denys instructs a deacon to discern between the sacred and the profane,
counsels a priest in his work to illumine the truth (described as One and hidden), and
explains to a bishop that philosophy and worship are not opposed but that worship is
required as the perfection of the revealed Wisdom of the Incarnate Christ as Cause of the

created order.

4.2. Letter V: Entering into God

In Letters I-IV Denys delivers a kind of catechesis to the monk Gaius, whose
place in the ecclesiastical hierarchy is defined by contemplation. This catechesis has
prepared Denys in Letter V to write to Dorotheus of “really entering in Him.” Whereas

Gaius contemplates the condescension of God in the Incarnation as making possible

137 Denys, DN, 1V.2.696B.
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man’s deification and imitation of God,'*® Dorotheus has an active role in enabling the
practice of that imitation and extending this condescension of God effectually in the
activity of the Church. While the Incarnation achieves an immediate union of God with
man, the human imitation of God is carried out according to hierarchical structures.
Letters V-VII indicate a liturgical universe that reveals what it means for human

substance, capacity, and activity to be united with the divine nature.

Letter V is addressed to a Aettovpyog (deacon). The word is formed from
Aertovpyia (liturgy) which takes its roots from Atdg and Epyov. Literally, liturgy means
“the work of the people.”!*® Details of Dorotheus’ office are instructive relative to the
logic of Letter V. The work performed by deacons in the liturgical context, as outlined in
EH, corresponds to the argument of Letter V: both the content of the letter and the work
of a deacon are concerned with initiation into union with God and the purification of
external non-essential things in the process of entering into God. For instance, in the
puvomplov poticpartog (the sacrament of Baptism, or literally the mystery of
illumination) the deacons are appointed to strip the catechumen of his sandals and
clothing,'* representing the renunciation of everything contrary to the divine likeness:
“But he must be resistless and resolute, as regards all separations from the uniform. This

it is which the teaching of the symbols reverently and enigmatically intimates, by

138 <. and the inimitable imitation of the super-divine and super-good (gift), by aid of which we are

deified and made good.” Denys, Letters, Il.

139 Naphtali Lewis follows Hugo strathman in outlining the transition in the use of this word, mostly in
Athens in the 4% Century, from a technical term for the sponsorship of specific public projects by wealthy
citizens (such as the funding of a trireme or a chorus) to am more generalized use for any kind of public
service. Lewis, "Leitourgia and related terms," 175-84.

140 EH 11.2.vi.396B.
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stripping the proselyte, as it were, of his former life.”'*! In the pvotiplov cvvaceng or
kowviag (the sacrament of Communion) it is the place of the deacon to conduct people
to participate in the celebration appropriately. They keep the doors so that none of the
un-initiated congregants remain in the church to see the divine mysteries take place. The
deacons must discern between those who may be present for the readings of scripture but
must be dismissed for the creed and everything that follows after it,'*> those who may be
present for the duration of the liturgy but who may not receive the sacrament itself,'** and
those who are baptized and are admitted to receive the sacrament. The catechumens are
dismissed after the readings while the possessed and the penitents may remain, but none
of these are permitted to receive the sacrament. This work is carried “Omo tiig T0D

Aertovpyod Swakprrikic” (“by the discriminating authority of the Deacon”).!#4

In these duties the deacon is responsible to discern between the substance of a
thing and its external accidents.'* The deacon also must discern between the

catechumens who lack initiation,'*® the possessed who lack illumination,'*” and the

141« Goyetov slvan Kol ducaTdTakTtov &v maoalg Taic Tod £vosdode Stonpéceoty. ‘Onep 1 TV cLUBOLOY
TaPESOsIC iepdC AivVIGGOpEVT TOV TPOGLOVTO THV 010V Tpotépay {ony dnekdvcaca.” EH I1.3.v.401A.

142 Denys, EH, 111.2.425C., and EH, I11.3.vi.429A.

143 Tbid., I1.3.vii.

144 Tbid.

145 The clothing of the baptismal candidate is particularly representative of the sinful passions which clings
to the human nature. After the baptism, the initiate is clothed in white, symbolizing the restoration of the
divine likeness obscured by sin. Ibid. I1.3.viii.404B.

146 <“H ngv odv €6yt T0i¢ KaTN)OLHEVOLS dmovevéunTon TaELS. Eiot yap auédextot kol auimtor mavtog
iepapykod teleatnpiov unde v Kata Beiav amotedv EvBeov eoymrdteg Hmap&v” (“The lowest rank, then,
is assigned to the catechumens, for they are without participation and instruction in every Hierarchical
initiation, not even having the being in God by Divine Birth™). Denys, II1.3.vi.432D.

147« &vepyovpévoug évayestdtny &vépyetlav, 6cot Tiig Ocoe1d0d¢ dmootdvieg (ofic OLOEPOVTEC TE Kai
opdtpomnol 1oig Orebdpiotg yivovral daipoot... OV yap Oeptov avtoig [Evepyovuévolg] €T€pov Tvog iepod
UeTaoyEV 1 ThG TAV Aoyimv EmoTpentikiic €l T0 Kpeitte ddackaiag.” (... such as are possessed with a
most detestable possession, by departing from the Godlike like, become of one mind and condition with
destructive demons... for it is not permitted to them [the possessed] to have part in any other holy function
than the teaching of the Oracles, which is likely to turn them to better things.”) Ibid. I1I.3.vii.433D.
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penitents who lack perfection.!*® These discerning functions of the deacon correspond
with Denys’ instruction to Dorotheus that those deemed worthy to enter into God do so in
an unknowing way: “knowing this very thing, that He is beyond all the objects of sensible
and intelligent perception.”'*’ The deacon’s activity ensures that the sensibly perceptible
motions of the liturgy are in agreement with the superessential actions of which they are
imitations. It is of utmost concern for Denys in EH, that the imitations performed in the
Church not be confusing for those participating in the liturgy. Those who participate in
the liturgy must contemplate God as he really is and are thus united with God. The

deacon sees to it that only the worthy receive the sacrament.'*

The aim of every hierarchy is the perfection of those beings which pertain to a
given hierarchy. The ecclesiastical hierarchy pertains to human souls, descended ‘entire
into temporal process.’!*! In proportion to this human condition, the ecclesiastical
hierarchy employs sensible things to communicate to human beings, as much as possible,
the divine nature and the divine philanthropy. As an extension of this divine
philanthropy, the mysteries of the Church effect the assimilation of human beings into
union with God, which is the end for which they were created. This assimilation takes

place through processes of kd0apoig (purification), potionds (illumination), and

148 “B{ yaip 1 16V Oelov drepkdopiog iepovpyia kai Tovg év petavoig kaitol mpdg ety Hdn yeyovotag
GITOKPVTTETOL TO UT) TOVTEARDS igpdTatov oV mpootepévn” (“the supermundane Service of the Divine
Mysteries excludes those under penitence, and those who already attained it, not permitting anything to
come near which is not completely perfect”). Ibid. I11.3.vii.436B.

149 0910 0010 Yryvdokwv, 6Tt petd mhva 6Tl Té aicOntd koi o vontd.” Denys, Letters, V.1073A.

150 This discerning activity does not suggest separation from God of anything in nature. Denys can hardly
be accused of a spiritualism or dualism which sees the corporeal as evil or opposed to God in some sense.
After all, it is precisely the body of the baptismal candidate which is being identified for initiation in
Baptism. On the contrary, the discrimination of participants in the sacrament of Communion is reflective
of the principle that everything should be united with God “according to its capacity,” which is an often
repeated formula of Denys’.

151 Proclus, Elements of Theology, Prop. 211.
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tehelwoig (perfection). Among the orders of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the Agitovpyol
(deacons) are tasked with sacramental actions which correspond to their characteristic
work of purification and which symbolize the purgative aspect of the soul’s conversion.
Denys explicitly associates each of the orders of ministers with one of these three powers
of k&Oapoic (purification), pmtionoc (illumination), and tedeiwoig (perfection).!>? The
functions of the deacons which we have observed in the sacraments of Baptism and
Communion are but two examples of the purifying function, but they exist within a wider
framework.'>®> The sacraments of Baptism, Communion, and Anointing, share this triple
function of purification, illumination and perfection with the sacerdotal orders of
deacons, priests, and bishops, and with the lay orders of monks, the possessed, and the
catechumens, respectively. There are likewise three hierarchies which encompass the
whole of creation, beyond the ecclesiastical hierarchy but according to this same

structure: the legal hierarchy, the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and the celestial hierarchy.!>*

Dionysius defines hierarchy in general in CH as a t4&1c (order), émotiun

(science), and évépyela (operation) that is conducive to the attainment of the divine

152 “H §¢& 1dv igpovpy®v dokdounoig &v udv i Svvaper T tpdtn St TV Tehetdv dmokadoipel Todg
ateAéotong, &v i péon 8¢ pmTaymyel Tovg Kabapbévtac, &v Eoydtn 6¢ Kal aKkpoTatn TV igpovpydV
SuvapE®Y ATOTELELOT TOVG T® Ogi® T KeEKOVMVNKOTAG &V TG T®Y Be@pndeiodv EAAGLYEDY
gmotnpovikaic tereidoesty.” (“and the order of the Ministers, in the first power, cleanses the uninitiated
through the Mystic Rites; and in the second, conducts to light the purified; and in the last and highest of the
Ministering Powers, makes perfect those who have participated in the Divine light, by the scientific
completions of the illuminations contemplated.”) Denys, EH, V.1.iii.504B.

153 “70% BerotéTov Seimvov kol dpyiovpforov tdv Tehovpévav” (“the most Divine Supper, and arch-
symbol of the rites performed”). Ibid. I11.3.1.428B.

154 Roques identifies a dysmmetry in the ecclesiastical hierarchy as compared with the celestial hierarchy
because he reads the ecclesiastical to be constituted of only two orders (the consecrated ministers and the
orders of the laity), while the celestial is consitituted of three orders. O’Meara suggests that this
dysymmetry makes the ecclesiastical hierarchy similar to Plato’s Republic, however Ivanivic shows
correctly that the ecclesiastical hierarchy is indeed comprised of three orders of triads if one includes the
three sacraments of the Church: Baptism, Communion, and Anointing. Roques, L ‘univers Dionysien, 173-
175, 183, 196-199. O’Meara, Platonopolis, 166-167. Ivanovic, “The ecclesiology of Dionysius the
Areopagite,” 38.
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likeness.!>> Hierarchies exist and function relative to the capacity of a given creature.
The ecclesiastical hierarchy is accommodated to human beings in particular in order to
conduct them to the contemplation of God and union with God.!*® The ecclesiastical
hierarchy is accommodated to human beings in that, just as human beings know by
sensation as well as by intellect, so the imitations of the ecclesiastical hierarchy are
sensible and they conduct human beings to intellectual imitations of God. These
imitations complement and help in achieving a real union with God through
contemplation. Dorotheus’ duties as a deacon demonstrate, in a way that is available to
the senses, the same purification about which Denys writes to him in Letter V though in
an intellectual way: the purifying activities of the ecclesiastical hierarchy are sensible
imitations of the same purifying activity which Denys discusses with Dorotheus in an
intellectual way. These purifying actions of the deacon are in symmetry (€v

)157

ovppetpiq) >’ with the purification of our contemplation of God, which is the subject of

Letter V.

Letter V is about entering into union with God, who is utterly imperceptible, by
means of sensible and intelligible perception. The premise of the ecclesiastical hierarchy,
is that sensible things can be used to bring people into unifying contemplation of God. It

is taken for granted in the discourse between Denys and Dorotheus that God is

155 “"Bom pév iepapyio kat' éug 1é&ic iepd kol émotiun kol vépyeta mpdg 10 0£0e1dEc O PIKTOV

GPOLOLOVUEVT] KOl TTPOG TAG EVOdopEvag avt] BedBev EAAGyELg avaloymg mt 1O Beopipuntov dvayopuévn”
(“Hierarchy is, in my judgement, a sacred order and science and operation, assimilated, as far as attainable,
to the likeness of God, and conducted to the illuminations granted to it from God according to capacity,
with a view to the Divine imitation”). Denys, CH, II1.1.164D.

156 “riv [igpopyio] kad' Hudc 8¢ Opduev dvoldywe fHuiv ovTois tfi Tdv aicOntdv cLUPOA®Y TolKIAig
TAnBuvopévny, Vo' GV iepapyikde &mt TV Evostdii Bénow &v cvppstpie TH k' MdG dvoyopsda [Osdv s
kai Ogiav apetnv].” (“but let us view our Hierarchy, conformably to ourselves, abounding in the variety of
the sensible symbols, by which, in proportion to our capacity, we are conducted, hierarchically according to
our measure, to the uniform deification — God and divine virtue.”) Denys, EH, 1.2.372D.

157 Denys, EH, 1.2.373B.
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unknowable and only contemplated by unknowing. Letter V opens with an abridged
account of that fundamental principle of negative theology.!>® The interlocutors concur
that the “The Divine gloom... in which God is said to dwell” (“°O O&iog Yvo@og... &v @
KaTowKel 0 Bedg Aéyetan”) is itself obscured by the Incarnation, precisely in that Jesus is
the express manifestation of God among human beings. “[T]he unapproachable light,”!>

as Denys speaks of Jesus in this letter, hides the darkness which is the unknowing

contemplation of God and our point of union with God.

I have already described how the Incarnation heightens our unknowing of God,
and Denys acknowledges the particular challenge that this heightened unknowing brings.
In Letter I we attended to the darkness which becomes invisible by light, but in the
Incarnation we encounter a blindness that is brought about by overwhelming light. Letter
V contains a recapitulation of the two kinds of unknowing we have already identified in
the Letters. Both the union with God by unknowing and the union with God by divine
condescension are acknowledged here. The unknowing way of negative theology denies
that God is in his effects or that they have any meaningful relation to their divine cause.
This brings us to the “The Divine gloom™ (“6 0€iog yvo@og”) which is the place where
God is. The fact of the Incarnation asserts that this very God has met human beings in
the person of Jesus Christ, in the realm of temporal process. This bold affirmation is the

necessary point of beginning for positive knowledge of God.

138 <O Belog yvOPOG £6TL TO “AmpOSITOV PAG, &v O KOTOKETY 6 Bd¢ Aéyetar” (“The Divine gloom is the
unapproachable light in which God is said to dwell””). Denys, Letters, V.1073A. Cf. Denys, MT,
1.3.1000C.

159 Denys, Letters, V.1073A.
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The problem of the Incarnation is that to know God only in the ecstatic mode of
affirmation is not to know God as he really is. Or, in Denys’ phrase, it is not “really
entering in Him, Who is above vision and knowledge”.'®® We have come to know and to
be united with God by unknowing (dyvooia), but this unknowing contemplation is
challenged and confounded by the Incarnation. How then do we come really to enter into

God?

As the Cause of all things — sensible and intelligible, God is manifest in all things
and in none of them, because God is beyond all things, “in a superlative sense, but not in
a defective sense.”®! Just as our intelligible perception is scandalized in the
condescension of God to human potentiality, so also our sensible perception is
overwhelmed by Jesus’s human and divine activities carried out in the flesh. The
Incarnation is properly understood not as a contradiction of the notion that the world is a
manifestation of God, but as the fullest expression of that philosophically reasoned
position.'®? The human and divine activities of Jesus demonstrate to our sensible

perception the world as theophany, previously contemplated only by the intellect.

In Letter V, the darkness where God is, is utterly invisible and unapproachable.
This recapitulates the encounter with the darkness of unknowing in Letter I, and the
contemplation of God as the unknowable source of everything that is known in Letter II.
The Incarnation is introduced in Letter III where God is described as most hidden as He
is most manifest. In Letter IV the full force of this is brought to bear in Jesus’ activities.

In his Ambiguum V, writing on the fourth letter of Denys, Maximus makes explicit what

160 4An0dc &v Td HrEp Spacty koi yvoow yryvopevoc”. Denys, Letters, V.1073A.

161 Denys, Letters, 1.1065A.
162 Perl, Theophany. 109
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is implicit in the Incarnation, that God has not only taken on the substance of a particular
human being, but has illuminated all substance: “Ta yap thig eOoew®c ThvTo LeTd Thg

<

QUOEMG KATA GOAANYIV APpPNTOV VTodVS ‘0 VIepovoiog Adyos’™ (“For by virtue of His
ineffable conception ‘the Word beyond being’ clothed Himself in all the elements of

nature along with nature itself”).!%*

Denys shows that God’s unknowability is demonstrated to our sensible perception
in the conception of Jesus’ body without the seed of a human father and in the
supernatural way that water solidified in acknowledgement of Jesus’ weight.!* Nature
itself is God’s clothing, as Maximus puts it. Taken in their context, the psalm!> and the
letters of St Paul'®® which Denys quotes in Letter V express most clearly the total
immersion of the world in divinity, which is asserted in the doctrine of the Incarnation.

In a way, the psalmist’s question, “whither shall I flee from thy presence?” is the same as
the question Letter V is answering: How it is that we really enter into God? If God
pervades everything — is manifest in everything, and yet is hidden in manifestation, then
the question is simultaneously: ‘whither shall I flee from thy presence’ and ‘how do we

enter into God?’

163 Maximus, Ambigua, V.15.

164 As for all the other miraculous instances in which the created order deferred to him, says Denys, “Ti &v
T1G 0 Aoma Tapmorha dvta dtéEABot;” (“Why should anyone go through the rest, which are very many?”)
Denys, Letters, IV.1072B.

165 «“811 00K EoTv AOYOG &v YAhoon pov 8o khpie o0 Eyvag mévta T Eoyota Kol Té apyoio o ETAAGAC e
Kai E0nkag &’ Eue Vv ¥Elpd cov Bavpact®n 1 Yvdoig cov €€ £nod Ekpotatdtn ov pun ddveuat Tpog
avTV 10D ToPEVO@® GO TOD TVEVUATOC GOV Kol Ad TOD TPOCOTOL GOV oD PHY® EAvV AVaPd gig TOV
oVpavoV ob &1 Eksl Edv kaTaPd i ToV Gdnv mapsr” (“For there is not a word in my tongue, but, lo, O Lord,
thou knowest it altogether. Thou hast beset me behind and before, and laid thine hand upon me. Such
knowledge is too wonderful for me; it is high, I cannot attain unto it. Whither shall I go from thy spirit? or
whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make my bed in hell,
behold, thou art there.”) LXX 138/9.4-8, trans. AV.

166 Romans 11.33-36, 11 Corinthians 9.15, Philippians 4.7
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In typical Dionysian fashion, the solution consists precisely in acknowledging that

the very manifestation of God incarnate makes God yet still more unknowable to us.

And in this gloom, invisible indeed, on account of the surpassing
brightness, and unapproachable on account of the excess of the
superessential stream of light, enters every one deemed worthy to know
and to see God, by the very fact of neither seeing nor knowing, really
entering in Him, Who is above vision and knowledge, knowing this very
thing, that He is beyond all the objects of sensible and intelligent
perception. !¢’

The whole world is illuminated by the fact of the Incarnation. The manifestation of that
union in the Osavdpika Evépyela of Jesus (Letter IV) is the evidence that everything is
illuminated by an unapproachable, super-essential light. Thus we come to see in a
sensible way even as we had contemplated by the intellect that we are blinded by the
light, and the knowledge of our blindness is itself our entry into God. This is the

kataphatic way of theology.

Just as Jesus’ activities make God perceptible to our senses, the sacraments
conduct initiates to the contemplation of God by means of the senses. The sacramental
rites convey participants from the sensation of material things to the contemplation of
God and 0éwo1¢ (union with God), in proportion to their power.'®® The sacrament of

Baptism, as Denys understands it, is an imitation of Jesus’ death,'¢® and it achieves the

167 ‘el Gop@T ye dvti Sid TV VmEpEovcaY PAavOTHTH Kol Gpo oite @ adTd S’ VmepBolny vrepovsiov
potoyvciog. 'Ev tovt yi yvetot mdg 6 Beov yvdvar Kol 10elv a&odpevog, ant@d @ | opav unde yivdoKkew:
AANOADG &V TO VTEP OPACY KOl YVAOLY YIyVOUEVOS TODTO ODTO YIYVAOCK®V, OTL LETA TAVTA 0TI T oicOn T
Kol ta vontd...” Denys, Letters, V.1073A.

168 ¢ry pgv oiodntdg iepd TV vontdv dmetcovicpota kol &n' odTd xepoywyio kol 686¢, Té 8 vontd 6V
kat' aioBnoty iepapyik®dv dpyn kol émotun.” (“sacred things in sensible forms are copies of things
intelligible, to which they lead and shew the way; and things intelligible are source and science of things
hierarchical cognizable by the senses.””) Denys, EH, 11.3.i1.397C.

169 <51 5 0Tog OMKT KAAVWIC €ic TRV ToD Bavérov ko Tod Thg Tapiic dedodc sikdva mapsiinmrat. Tov oby
iep®¢ Pantilopevov 1) cupPorikr| ddaokorio poTay®YET Toig &v T@ VOATL TPIoL KOTUOVGESL TOV BEapy KOV
g TpmuepoviKToL TaPis Incod tod {wodotov” (“the whole covering by water would be taken as an
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birth of the initiate in God.!”® By the stripping off of the initiate’s clothing and the triple
immersion in water, Baptism simulates the abandonment of sinful activities and the
imitation of Jesus’ activities, chief of which being his passion and death. In a sensible
figure, the triple emergence from the water and the donning of a white garment simulates
the birth in God and the recovery of our created nature, no longer diminished by sin. The
symmetry of this divine death and of the birth in God is not accidental. Representing the
three-day burial of the life-giving Jesus (“tov Ogapyucov thg TpUEPOVIKTOL TaPT|g
"ITncov 10d {woddtov”),!”! Baptism is a figure of our passing from human existence into
the life of God. In symmetry with the taking on of human substance, which is the
Incarnation, Jesus’ death is the passage of human substance into God. Thus the
sacrament of Baptism involves the senses in its imitation of this unification between

humanity and divinity accomplished by Jesus.

While something is communicated in a sensible way in the sacrament of Baptism,
the significance of Baptism is not limited to the purification that is observed merely
through the sensible cleansing of the body with water. Each of the sacraments, in so far
as they are perceived by the senses and by the intellect, effect a purification, illumination,
or perfection of the human soul. They are means by which the soul becomes united with

God. For this reason, Denys treats each of the sacraments in EH according to the

image of death, and the invisible tomb. The symbolical teaching, then, reveals in mystery that the man
baptized according to religious rites, imitates, so far as Divine imitation is attainable to men, by the three
immersions in the water, the supremely Divine death of the Life-giving Jesus, Who spent three days and
three nights in the tomb”). Denys, EH, I1.3.vii.404B.

170 “ABTn piv o o cvuPoroig N thc iepag tedeth) Oeoyevesiag 00dEV dmpenic §j dviepov 008E TdV
aioOntdv Eyovoa eikdvov, AL’ aEoBéov Bempiag aiviypato uoIKoig Kol avOpomonpenéoy E6OTTOPOIG
gvewkovilopeva.” (“This initiation, then, of the holy birth in God, as in symbols, has nothing unbecoming
or irreverent, nor anything of the sensible images, but (contains) enigmas of a contemplation worthy of
God, likened to physical and human images.”) Denys, EH, 11.3.1.397B.

17! Denys, EH, 11.2.vii.396D.
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pvotiplov (mystery) and the Oewpio (contemplation). In his account of the pvotiprov
Denys gives a bare description of the liturgical action, as it would be observed and
without theological commentary. In the Oswpio Denys addresses the theological
significance of the actions. The argument of Letter V is that the mysteries are only
properly contemplated when one knows God to be beyond both the sensible and the
intelligible perception. This knowledge of our unknowing is the way into liturgical
action, and this unknowing contemplation is figured in the immersion and emersion of
Baptism. The initiate sheds the old garments and dons the white garment which
symbolizes human nature purified in the death and life of Christ. Just as the deacons strip
the candidate before the person is initiated into the ecclesiastical community, so also we
must know God to be beyond any of the sensible things or intelligible ideas that belong to
our perception. We are made worthy to enter into God precisely by not knowing God,

that is, by contemplating God as beyond every sensible and intelligible perception.

4.3 Letter VI: One Hidden Truth and Many False Appearances

In his fifth letter to Dorotheus Denys establishes that the human soul is purified
through the imitations of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and the soul’s potential to know
God is initiated “by the very fact of neither seeing nor knowing, really entering in Him,
Who is above vision and knowledge.”'’?> The human’s initiation into the sensible and
intellectual imitation of God consists in stripping the body of everything external and
purifying the mind of every conception of God. In Letter VI Denys makes the case to the
priest Sopatros that the illumination of the human soul’s potential to know God consists

in more than the denial of this or that false representation of God. Rather, in the

172 Denys, Letters, V.1073A.
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imitations of the ecclesiastical hierarchy the soul is illuminated in such a way that enables
her to perceive everything belonging to the ecclesiastical hierarchy as an appearance of
the God “which is One and hidden.”!”® However, the appearances of God in created
beings in themselves, without the aid of the sacraments, are always false and
multifarious. Denys directs the priest to “so speak on behalf of truth that everything said
is altogether unquestionable.”'’* This captures the illuminating function of the priest to
mediate between the one God who is hidden and the many created effects of God which
are manifest. It is the same illuminating function that is demonstrated again in the

liturgical work of the priest in the sacrament of Communion.

Following his description of the initiation into human imitations of God in Letter
V, in Letter VI Denys gives the priest Sopatros an illustration of the way of mediation
between the divine One and the many effects of God, a union that does not collapse
distinctions. Sopatros is presented as an outspoken opponent of many religious teachings
and observances which promote heterodox theology. While Denys does not condone the
teachings and observances which Sopatros opposes, neither does he congratulate
Sopatros for his condemnation of heresy.!”> Rather, Denys advises Sopatros to refrain
from denouncing unorthodox theological opinions and religious practices since there is
no advantage in denouncing an opinion or religious practice that is intended to represent
God who is ineffable and inimitable. Any representation of God is as inadequate as the

next. “For neither, if anything is not red, is it therefore white, nor if something is not a

13 Denys, Letters, VI.1077A.

174 Ibid.

175 “0088 yap, 008" &l kexpipévog avtiy éEghéyEeic, idn 10 Tomdtpov kaAd” (“For neither — even if you
should have convicted him accurately — are the (teachings) of Sopatros consequently good”). Denys,
Letters, VI.10T7A.
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horse, is it necessarily a man.”!’® It does not improve our thinking about God in a
meaningful way simply to deny that God is accurately described by a particular quality or

that God is identified as a particular thing.

Denys acknowledges this initial problem of theology in DN 1.6 when he says of
God’s ineffability: “The theologians, having knowledge of this, celebrate It, both without
Name and from every Name.”!”” Even if Sopatros manages to convince his interlocutors
that God should not be described in a particular way, nevertheless every other way,
though invariably inadequate, remains uncontested. Denys corrects Sopatros’ approach
to theological argument by drawing attention to his polemical method. More than this,
however, Denys cautions Sopatros’ method because, in spite of his contrary approach to
theology, Sopatros does not problematize our human thinking about God relative to our
thinking about any other kind of substance. The ordinary categories of human thought,
according to the substance and accidents of a given thing, can apply to God only in an
analogous way at best. Denys instructs the priest not to consider it a victory to oppose
any particular idea about God as though he himself were defending a correct idea about

God because that would only entrench the error more deeply.

As a priest Sopatros understands the world as theophany which we have seen to
be a contemplation of the world which finds its fullest expression in the doctrine of the
Incarnation. Denys gives Sopatros an illustration of this dynamic between God and the

world in his use of Aristotle’s philosophical categories of substance and accidents. The

176 “O08& yap, €1 Tt pr podpdv, §n Aevkov: 008, &l Tig un Tnmoc, € dvdyxkng Gvlpomog.”. Denys,
Letters, VI.1077A.

177 “Todto yobv £id6teg 0i 020AdY0L Kai (g dvdvupov oty Duvodot Kol 8k movtdg ovopatog.” Denys, DN
1.6.596A.
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analogy is as follows: the One that is true and hidden is related to the many which are
false and apparent in that, like the accidents of substance, the many created effects of
God make manifest the one who is otherwise hidden to our sense and intellect. Also,
God is independent of created things while they are dependent upon God absolutely, just
as a substance is logically prior to its accidents. We can see how this analogy functions
in that the accidents of a substance, while non-essential to the substance, make the
substance manifest, just as the creation makes God manifest without having any positive
relation to God independent of the Incarnation. In spite of the limitations of this analogy,
it does show how that which is One, true and hidden is related to the many things that are
false and apparent as that on which all things depend and of which all things are

manifestations.

Denys counsels Sopatros not to occupy himself in denouncing the many false
theologies and dubious religious practices, but to exercise his office as an illuminator in
extemporaneous conversation even as he carries out his illuminating operations in the
sacramental liturgies of the Church. Just as the Incarnation illuminates the created order
by uniting our nature with God, so also in the sacrament of Communion the whole of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy is gathered into union with God. In the Incarnation God
illuminates the entire cosmos, as Maximus puts it in his commentary on Letter IV: “For
by virtue of His ineffable conception ‘the Word beyond being’ clothed Himself in all the

elements of nature along with nature itself.”!”8

178 “T& yap Tiig oD TavTa petd Thg phoens Katd cOAANYIV dpPpnToV Hodvg ‘6 Vrepovoiog Adyog .
Maximus, Ambigua, V.15.
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The contemplation of God as unknowable and yet manifest in all things is an
intellectual imitation of the divine assumption of the created order, and the sacrament of
Communion is a sensible imitation of that same dynamic. The fact that every priestly
task is shared with other consecrated ministers is reflective of their mediating operation
in general. Mediation is the work in which Dionysius seeks to strengthen Sopatros in his
warning that the priest might overlook the true which is one and hidden in his occupation

in many things that are false and apparent.

For when he [the bishop] has unveiled the veiled and undivided Bread,
and divided it into many, and has divided the Oneness of the Cup to all, he
symbolically multiplies and distributes the unity, completing in these an
altogether most holy ministration. For the ‘one,” and ‘simple,” and
‘hidden,’ of Jesus, the most supremely Divine Word, by His incarnation
amongst us, came forth, out of goodness and love towards man, to the
compound and visible, and benevolently devised the unifying communion,
having united, to the utmost, our lowliness to the most Divine of
Himself.!”

The mediation of human and divine natures is also the principal activity in the sacrament
of Communion. The distinctiveness of human potential is illuminated as it is gathered

into God in Communion.

Just as Sopatros assists in conducting people to union with God through sensible
imitations, in the sacrament of Communion, so he should also conduct people to union
with God through intellectual imitations. For this reason, Denys warns Sopatros that it is

possible, “both that you and others, whilst occupied in many things that are false and

179 “Tov yap dykexaloppévov kol ddraipetov dptov dvoraldyog koi ic ToAkd S1eddV Kkai T Evidiov tod
notmpiov Tdol katapepicag cVUPOMKMDG TV EvotnTa TANOHVEL Kol SlovENEL TOvayEGTATNV €V TOVTOLG
iepovpyiav teAdv. To yap &v kol andodv kal kpvelov ITncod 10D Beapyik®Tdtov Adyou i Kab' Nudc
gvavOpamnoet Tpog T0 cHVOETOV Te Kol OpaTOV AvaAAOIDT®MG dyaBoTnTL Kol PAavOpwrig TpoeAnivde kai
TNV TPOG AOTOV UMY EVOTOOV KOWVviay ayabovpydg dETPayLoTeELGOTO Ta Kab' NUES TOmEVa TO1g
Bgl0tdTolg avTod Kot GKpoVv EVDGOG, eimep Kol NUEIC MG HEAT CMUOTL GUVOPLOAOYNODUEY OOTH KOTO TO
TawToV TG dA@PnrTov kai Belog miig kal pr tolg pBopomoroig mabect KatavekpwhEvTeg AvapLooTot Kol
axoAinTot Kai acvlmot yevd peba mpog ta Belo péAn kai vyéotata.” Denys, EH, I11.3.xii.444A, B.
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apparent, should overlook the true, which is One and hidden.”!® It falls within the range
of human power both, “to speak on behalf of truth, that everything said will be altogether
unquestionable,” and it is possible, whilst occupied in many things that are false and
apparent, “to overlook the true, which is one and hidden.” Put simply, this capacity to
speak on behalf of truth is the human capacity to mediate between the many appearances

and the hidden One.

We have considered the potential, or power (d0vouig) of a given substance in
Aristotelian terms, defining it as the capacity of a substance to act upon another substance
or to be acted upon by another substance. The power (d0vapic) of a substance is the
whole range of possibility, either for the corruption or for the realization, of a substance.
If a substance were to completely lack all power, then it would no longer exist as the
substance in question. Conversely, a substance becomes completely active at the point
that its potential is fully realized. This point of full realization is, for Denys, also the
point at which it is theophanic: substance is united with God and God is made manifest in

substance, as much as possible.

Denys’ understanding of union with God and his understanding of hierarchy are
closely related. Denys treats union with God as precisely an ecstasy of the soul to the
unmediated contemplation of God beyond thought and being. Through the purification,
illumination and union or perfection that is effected by hierarchy, God is revealed in the

substance, power, and activity of every nature.

180 Denys, Letters, VI.1073A.

79



Letters II-IV show how our contemplation of God is purified, illuminated and
perfected in the manifestation of God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. We contemplate
the divine substance as beyond every substance, “Who is super-source of every
source.”!'8! We contemplate divine power in the ineffable condescension of the infinite to
human finitude, “by having taken substance as a man.”'®? And we contemplate union
with God in the human and divine activity of Jesus, “a certain new God-incarnate energy
of God having become man.”!® As Letter V treats our coming to be in God through the
purification of our substance (“knowing this very thing, that He is after all the object of
sensible and intelligible perception™),'®* so Letter VI proceeds to treat our capacity for
God through the illumination of human potential. And Letter VII will treat the

realization of this potential.

In Letter III Denys says that God is hidden even in manifestation, meaning that
the thorough condescension to human nature makes God perfectly manifest as man and
perfectly imperceptible as divine. This illumination of our nature in the Incarnation
displays the full breadth of human power, from the manifest union of divine and human
activities (for instance, the miracles) to the depletion of human capacity in Jesus’ death.
In Jesus, human power is illuminated in the full extent of human capacity to act upon

others and in the full extent of his capacity to be acted upon by others.

Communion is the sensible imitation of God’s hiddenness and manifestation and

of the union and distinction of Jesus’ two natures. This sacrament is the illumination of

181 Denys, Letters, 11.1069A.
132 Denys, Letters, 111.1069B.
183 Denys, Letters, IV.1072C.
184 Denys, Letters, V.1073A.
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the human’s capacity for union with God. As such it gathers together (XOva&ig literally
means “gathering together”) all who are united with God according to this capacity. This
illuminating character of the sacrament is particularly apparent in the actions of the
priests, the illuminators among the ecclesiastical hierarchy’s consecrated orders. The
Communion liturgy demonstrates the meeting of divine and human natures, in the
Incarnation and extending to the whole human community. The double significance of
these opposite motions is held in tension in the sacramental action, and this is the

illumination of our union with God according to human power.

In Denys’ account of Communion, both in the pootplov (mystery or sacrament)
and in the Bewpia (contemplation) of the sacrament, it is noteworthy that he makes no
mention of the priests doing anything before the singing of the Creed.!®> This suggests
that it would not be suitable for the illuminations of the priest to be seen by the
uninitiated who are only dismissed when the creed is sung. It is also significant that there
is no particular action that is performed exclusively by the priests in the course of the
Communion rites. Every operation of the priests is carried out with either the deacons or
with the bishop. This signifies the mediating role of the priests, always conducting
between the many and the one, between that which is being purified and that which is

perfecting.

135 “when these have been excluded from the divine temple and the service which is too high for them, the

all-holy ministers and loving contemplators of things all-holy, gazing reverently upon the most pure rite,
sing in an universal Hymn of Praise the Author and Giver of all good, from Whom the sacred Rites were
exhibited to us... For, it seems to me the record of all the works of God related to have been done for us in
song”. Denys, EH, II1.3.vii. Rorem and Luibheid say this is most likely the Creed. Luibheid, Pseudo-
Dionysius, 218.
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The priest’s actions in the Communion liturgy convey several things at once. The
priests and chosen deacons lay the holy bread and the cup of blessing on the altar; the
holy peace is proclaimed by the bishop and the kiss of peace is passed to all; and the
priests read the names of those who reached the end of a virtuous life.'®® Each of these
actions is an illustration of the way God is united with the created order and distinguished
from it in the Incarnation. The simultaneity of these actions is also meaningful when we
remember Denys’ treatment of the Incarnation in Letter I11, that this illumination, this
simultaneous manifestation and hiding, takes place “suddenly” (“é¢&aipavng”). The veiled
bread and cup illustrate the way in which God is revealed in manifestation just as Jesus
clothes himself in all the elements of nature, demonstrating his infinite power by
condescending to human finitude and passion. Furthermore the unveiling of the
undivided bread and cup symbolizes the purification of our contemplation of the divine
substance.'®” The kiss of peace illustrates that the whole of human nature is assumed in
the divine philanthropy, only excluding sin from our nature, which is not natural to
humankind in any case.'® It also shows that the unification between divine and human
natures will not respect divisions within the human community.'® The recitation of the

names illustrates that the union performed in this sacrament achieves the perfection of

186 Denys, EH, 111.2.425D. EH II1.3.viii.437A.

187 “For when he [the bishop] has unveiled the veiled and undivided Bread, and divided it into many, and
has divided the Oneness of the Cup to all, he symbolically multiplies and distributes the unity, completing
in these an altogether most holy ministration”. Denys, EH, I11.3.xii.444A.

188 Maximus, Ambigua, V.15.

139 “For it is not possible to be collected to the One, and to partake of the peaceful union with the One,
when people are divided among themselves. For if, being illuminated by the contemplation and knowledge
of the One, we would be united to an uniform and Divine agreement, we must not permit ourselves to
descend to divided lusts, from which are formed earthly enmities, envious and passionate, against that
which is according to nature.” Denys, EH, I11.3.viii.437A.
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humankind, so it is perfectly logical that those who have passed beyond death should also

be united in this communion.'*°

After these simultaneous imitations of the purification, illumination and
perfection of human nature, the priests and the bishop wash their hands. The purification
of the bodily extremities symbolizes the preparation of even their faintest imaginations to
be receptive of divine visions in union with God. At this point, after these liturgical
imitations of the divine works among human beings, there is no mention of the priests
again until the final thanksgiving. Denys only names the bishop as having an active role
in the prayers that follow, in the unveiling of the bread and the cup, and in the
distribution of the bread and cup. It remains for the priests only to receive and to give

thanks for the hierarchical ministrations.

4.4 Letter VII: The Truth above Wisdom

In Letter VII, Denys responds to the accusation of the contemporary pagan
intellectual Apollophanes who criticizes Denys for “using, not piously, the writings of the
Greeks against the Greeks.”'”! Denys counters his detractor: “Yet, in reply to him, it
were more true for us to say, that Greeks use, not piously, things Divine against things
Divine, attempting through the wisdom of Almighty God to eject the Divine Worship.”
The argument of Letter VII is that the worship of God is in no way extraneous to
philosophy, but rather that it is the full realization of the philosophical project. Just as the

perfection of a nature is the realization of its capacity to become theophany, so also

190 “The recital of the holy tablets after the ‘peace’ proclaims those who have passed through life holily,
and have reached the term of a virtuous life without faltering, urging and conducting us to their blessed
communion and Divine repose, through similarity to them, and, announcing them as living, and, as the
Word of God says, ‘not dead, but as having passed from death to a most divine life.”” Denys, EH, I1I.3.viii.
1 Denys, Letters, VII1.1.1077C.
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worship is the perfection of philosophy because the realization of the distinctly human
capacity to know is to contemplate God beyond knowing, and this is synonymous with
worship. Letter VII contains the second discussion about miracles in the Letters, the first
being in Letter [V. When human nature is assumed by God in the Incarnation, its truly
theophanic capacity is manifest in the human and divine activity, and when the soul
contemplates God beyond thought and beyond mind itself its truly theophanic capacity is

manifest in divine worship.

Denys articulates the controlling principle of this argument: “nothing could
otherwise be removed from its heavenly course and movement, if it had not the Sustainer
and Cause of its being moving it thereto, who forms all things and ‘transforms them’
according to the sacred text.”!®? For something to be moved from its heavenly course
(that is, for a given power to surpass its natural motion) is clear evidence of divine
activity. Only the cause of a being can animate a natural power to move in a supernatural
way or cause a thing to be in a way other than it is. Thus Denys defends “Divine
Worship” as perfectly consonant with “the knowledge of things created, well called

Philosophy by [Apollophanes], and by the divine Paul named Wisdom of God.”!*?

Apollophanes stands on the other side of this argument, claiming that Denys
perverts Greek philosophy, “the Sophist Apollophanes rails at me, and callo me parricide,
as using, not piously, the writings of Greeks against the Greeks.”'* In principle, Denys
and Apollophanes do not disagree that only a supernatural power could move something

from its natural course, but the burden of proof is on Denys to present evidence of

192 Denys, Letters, VIL.1.
193 bid.
194 Tbid.
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supernatural activity in the first place that would persuade Apollophanes to acknowledge
a supernatural being. Neoplatonic emanationist paradigms provide their own answer to
the coming into being of the cosmos which do not require divine intervention of the sort
implied in the Christian doctrine of creatio ex nihilo. Denys insists that, however the
world comes to be, the cause of its creation must be God and must be deserving of
worship, and thus he puts the question back to Apollophanes: “How then does he not
worship Him, known to us even from this, and verily being God of the whole, admiring
Him for His all-causative and super-inexpressible power”?!*> Denys moves the argument
beyond this stalemate over the genesis of the cosmos by citing other instances in which
natural motions have been interrupted by divine intervention. If Denys can convince
Apollophanes of one such instance, then he will have to acknowledge a super-essential
power that is worthy of worship as God. Even if Apollophanes does not acknowledge the
OT record of miraculous motions of celestial bodies, nor the corroboration of other pagan
nations which both acknowledge these events and consider them to be effects of divine
activity, yet Apollophanes must explain his own acknowledgement of a similar event.
Denys instructs Polycarp to remind Apollophanes of his own unwitting and ‘prophetic’
utterance when he said of the eclipse which coincided with time of Christ’s crucifixion:

“these things, O blessed Dionysius, are requitals of Divine deeds.”!?®

Letter VII is poignant, particularly when taken together with the other letters and
the extra-textual information with which this study is not directly concerned: the sun

appears as an image throughout the CD and not least in DN IV when Denys has been

195 hid.
19 Denys, Letters, VIL.3.1081C.
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interpreted to adopt an emanationist cosmology, but here the eclipse of the sun is
interlaced with the crucifixion of Christ as observed at Heliopolis by a man named
Apollophanes; the self-emptying death of the God-man on the cross — the apex of God’s
self-revelation — is juxtaposed with a scene of darkness associated in the CD with
negative theology; the death of both Denys and Polycarp as martyrs adds to the imagery
that is operative in this letter; and the central position of Letter VII among the seven
recipients of Denys’ Letters is an enticing consideration as well. Our focus, for the
specific purpose of this study, will be the argument of this letter as it corresponds with

the hierarchical place of the bishop, to whom the letter is addressed.

Denys does not oppose the doctrine of emanation directly in Letter VII but he
counters Apollophanes’ reductionist denial of God’s superessentiality by linking God’s
superessential power to create with God’s superessential power to move something from
its natural course. He finds no shortage of accounts of miraculous events within the OT
and in pagan sources alike, but he acknowledges that Apollophanes will not be persuaded
by these. The only evidence to which Denys can resort is Apollophanes’ own
acknowledgment that an astronomically impossible eclipse which he and Denys observed
together must be a response to divine activity. As we have seen in Maximus’
commentary on Letter IV, the activity of a natural power is the only valid proof that the

essence of this nature is present in its entirety.!®’

197 The only valid proof that this “essence” is present in its “entirety,” moreover, is its natural, constitutive

power, which one would not be mistaken in calling a “natural energy,” properly and primarily characteristic
of the nature in question, since it is the most generic motion constitutive of a species, and contains every
property that naturally belongs to essence, apart from which there is only nonbeing, “since only that which
has absolutely no being whatsoever” — according to that great teacher — “has neither motion nor existence.”
Maximus, Ambigua, V.2.
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The mere reminder of this acknowledgement by Apollophanes might be enough
to put the sophist into a rhetorically defensive position, but Denys goes further in
identifying this acknowledgement with the self-revelation of God in the death of God-
incarnate. This is the fulcrum on which Denys’ argument turns in this letter; the weaker
logic that precedes this evidence is only a set-up for it, and in the light of this evidence
the rest of the argument takes on new strength. Denys situates Apollophanes with the
centurion of the NT account who declares Jesus to be the Son of God upon witnessing his
death, and the Imperial representative Pilate who has the inscription written on the cross,
in Latin, Greek, and Hebrew: “Jesus on Nazareth King of the Jews.” It is at once a
moment of extreme affirmation and of extreme negation. We have encountered this

dynamic in Letter IV where Denys says:

He Who is pre-eminently a lover of men, the Superessential, taking
substance, above men and after men... works things of men... through
which he who looks with a divine vision, will know beyond mind, even
the things affirmed respecting the love towards man, of (the Lord) Jesus, -
things which possess a force of superlative negation.'®

As Denys shows in Letter IV Jesus is born entirely a human but without the seed of a
human father; likewise in Letter VII Denys shows that Jesus dies an entirely human death

but in such a way as to move the sun and the moon.

How should this argument inspire Apollophanes to divine worship? Denys argues
that Apollophanes’ amazement at the unpredictable eclipse is itself a kind of worship, a

knowledge of God beyond knowing. But it is not proper that Apollophanes should

198 ¢5 Srapepdvime prAavOpwmoc, Vep dvOpdTovg Kol Kot avOpdTovg £k g dvOpdrwv odoiag... Kol

OmEp GvBpmmoV EvijpyEL Td AvOpdTOV. .. Al AV 6 Bsimg OpdV VTEP VoV yvdostar kai Té &mi Ti
euovBporig Tod ITncod katapackopeva, dvvouy HTePoyIKNc amopdcews Exovta.” Denys, Letters,
IV.1072B.
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contradict himself by identifying God as the super-natural on the one hand and by
denying that there is any God beyond nature on the other hand. Denys males reference
to St Paul’s letter to the Romans in his letter to Polycarp: “for by the knowledge of things
created, well called Philosophy by him, and by the divine Paul named Wisdom of God,
the true philosophers ought to have been elevated to the Cause of things created and of

the knowledge of them.”!” Denys continues:

How then does he not worship Him, known to us even from this, and
verily being God of the whole, admiring Him for His all-causative and
super-inexpressible power, when sun and moon, together with the
universe, with a power and stability most supernatural, were fixed by them
to entire immobility, and, for a measure of a whole day, all the
constellations stood in the same places. ..2%

Denys treatment of the miraculous heavenly signs of God’s superessential power
demonstrates the relation we observed in Letter VI between the One which is true and
hidden and the many effects of God which are many and apparent. Each of them has
their source in God and the perfection of each of them is to realize their potential to
become theophanic. Likewise, the theophanic perfection of the human soul, with her
philosophical capacity to mediate between the one and the many, the true and the
apparent, is to acknowledge the God beyond knowing, which is what it means to

Worship.

The argument of Letter VII gives us a working definition of divine activity as the
realization of the divine potential which “forms all things and ‘transforms them’.”?*! We

can see how Denys’ letter proves fitting instruction for Bishop Polycarp, who belongs to

199 Denys, Letters, VII.2.1080B. The reference to Paul is in Romans 2:10.
20 Denys, Letters, VIL.2.1080C.
201 Denys, Letters, VIL1.1080C.
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the perfecting order of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. As a bishop he arranges the sensible
imitations belonging to the ecclesiastical hierarchy in order to conduct human beings to
the perfect, unifying contemplations of God. The divine and human activities of Jesus
are the sine qua non of Denys’ affirmative theology generally and of the ecclesiastical
hierarch in particular. The consecrations of the ecclesiastical hierarchy stem from and are
imitations of Jesus’ activities: his exemplary Baptism; his commandment that the
disciples remember him in Communion; and Christ’s every activity among human beings

is summed up in the sacrament of Anointing, as indicated by his title.

The title “Christ” or “The Anointed One” is derived from the word chrism or oil.
The sacrament of Anointing is the perfecting sacrament, just as the bishop — or hierarch —
is the perfecting minister. Thus the sacrament of Anointing is instructive of the bishop’s
ministry. The hierarch uses the sacrament of Anointing in every consecration,
demonstrating vividly that every liturgical activity is a function of the Incarnation. Also,
the visible sign of this sacrament is rather imperceptible except by its heavenly aromas,
but this too is significant whereas it demonstrates that the perfect union between God and
a created thing does not alter or confuse the divine and created natures, in keeping with
Chalcedonian theology. Anointing’s every application seals the object that is being
consecrated, whereas the object of consecration is completely unchanged even as it fully

realized as a theophany.

The distinctive rite in the consecration of bishops is when the Oracles (or the
scriptures) are placed on the head of the ordinand indicating his capacity to interpret
everything sensible that is employed as a symbol and everything that participates in the

divine names found in the scriptures. In short, the bishop is empowered to interpret
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everything in the created order, sensible and intelligible, which avails itself to human
perception. Both books, of nature and of revelation, are implied in this consecration.

The activity of the bishop — that is, the perfection of human activity — is to interpret every
symbol and every name (in both books) as a theophany: a perfect union of God and that
which is not God.?”? The same perfecting activity is attributed to the bishop in another
way at the conclusion of the sacrament of Communion, discussed above, when he

proceeds to contemplate further visions.?%?

Wear and Dillon judge that Denys makes a straw man of Apollophanes, using the
conflict to show his Christian allegiance but contradicting Apollophanes on no point of
his Neoplatonic doctrine.?** I think that this is precisely Denys’ point: the Incarnation is
not in contradiction with Neoplatonic philosophy but the Incarnation allows us to have an

affirmative way of theology as well.

It is the goal of the whole ecclesiastical hierarchy, that, finally, the division
between human life and divine life collapses even as it collapses in the person of Jesus.
Maximus’ interpretation of Letter IV has already helped us to understand the

interpenetration of divine and human suffering in the person of Christ.?®> The same

202 Tvanovi¢ shows that there is no difference between God and divine mediation for Denys. Ivanovié, “The

ecclesiology of Dionysius the Areopagite,” 39.

203 “When he has received and distributed the supremely Divine Communion, he terminates with a holy
thanksgiving; whilst the multitude have merely glanced at the divine symbols alone, he is ever conducted
by the Divine Spirit, as becomes a Hierarch, in the purity of a Godlike condition, to the holy sources of the
things performed, in blessed and intelligible visions.” Denys, EH, I11.2.428A.

204 Dillon and Wear, Dionysius the Areopagite and the Neoplatonist Tradition, 131.

205 «“As God, He was the motivating principle of His own humanity, and as man He was the revelatory
principle of His own divinity. One could say, then, that He experienced suffering in a divine way, since it
was voluntary (and He was not mere man); and that He worked miracles in a human way, since they were
accomplished through the flesh (for He was not naked God). Therefore His sufferings are wondrous, for
they have been renewed by the natural divine power of the one who suffered. So too are His wonders
wedded to passibility, for they were completed by the naturally passible power of the flesh of the one who
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principle is operative here in the liturgical life of the hierarch. The bishop fully realizes
his theophanic place in the created order in the sensible and intelligible imitation of God
that is liturgy. He suffers human things in a divine way insofar as he voluntarily imitates
Jesus’ suffering; and he carries out divine activities in a human way, insofar as he

accomplishes them in the flesh.

Hierarchy stems from the sympathy established between God and the human over
the first four letters, which sympathy Maximus correctly identifies as the basis for
imitation of God. Over the course of Letters V-VII we see how hierarchy extends this
field of sympathy — this place of mediation between God and man — beginning from the
person of Jesus and encompassing the whole created order. There is no division or
separation between the hierarch’s pedestrian activities and his theurgical activities. Even
the course of the conversation between Apollophanes and Polycarp has a hierarchical
character. Denys initiates a conversation about the truth by declining to contend with his
opponents over false accounts of the truth (purification). Then he gathers together the
disparate views of Apollophanes and himself according to a unified account of the truth
(illumination). Denys concludes his reconciliation between his own position and
Apollophanes’ by finding his own perspective articulated in the words of Apollophanes

(union). The pattern of argumentation in Letter VII mirrors the pattern by which

worked them.” “Q¢ pév @edg ¢ 1dlag fiv KivnTiKdcg avOpwmdTToC, (O vOpmmoc 88 Tfig oikeiog
EKQOVTIKOG Vrfjpye BedtnToc, Ogikdg Hév, v’ 0btmg einm, 10 Taoyew Exwv, EKoVGIoV Yap, Emel ur Yilog
dvOpomoc v, GvOpomK@dS 5& 10 Bavpatovpyeiv, S copKdg Yap, el P YOUvOC dIipxe Odc, O sivar Té
éOn Bavpootd, T Katd eOow Ogiki] dvvdpel Tod mhoyovtog Kawvilopeva, to 6& Bavpata Tadntd, T Kot
¢’Bov 10D avTd Bavpatovpyodvtog maNTIKT] duvipal GUUTANPOVpEVa. THG copkdc.” Maximus, Ambigua
V.18.
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hierarchy conducts the mind to the unifying contemplation of God, through purification,

illumination, and union or perfection.

4.5 Liturgy and Theophany

In Letters II-IV Denys shows how God comes to be known in human substance:
as Father and dpyn (source), as assuming human substance in the Incarnation of God the
Son, and as the Holy Spirit who reveals Jesus’ perfect union of divinity and humanity in
his activity. Letters V-VII stem from the sympathy that is established between God and
humanity in the Incarnation, allowing human beings to participate in the life of God by
means of sensible and intelligible imitations of the God-man. In Letters V-VII Denys
writes to consecrated members of the ecclesiastical hierarchy concerning the intelligible
imitations corresponding to the sensible imitations of their hierarchical orders. Letter V
is written to a deacon who belongs to the purifying and initiating rank of consecrated
ministers. The deacon’s rank associates him with the purifying and initiating sacrament
of Baptism. The argument of Letter V is that the soul must be purified of sensible and
intelligible perceptions in order to enter into God, just as in Baptism the deacons assist in
stripping the candidate of all external clothing to imitate the purification of the soul’s
contemplation in the union with God by negative theology. Letter VI is written to a
priest who belongs to the illuminating rank of consecrated ministers and whose rank
associates him with the illuminating sacrament of Communion. The argument of Letter
VI is that the human soul’s power is that of mediation: to know every sensible and
intelligible thing as a representation of God — every (devotion) and (opinion) in so far as
it represents God indeed. Just as the sacrament of Communion is a gathering of every

power that falls within the ecclesiastical hierarchy into union with God according to the
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capacity of each, so the priest should illuminate every devotion and opinion according to
the truth which each communicates, rather than judging any particular thing to be
absolutely true or absolutely false. In Communion, the gathering into union with God of
all that falls within the ecclesiastical hierarchy is a sensible imitation of the illumination
of the soul. Letter VII is written to a bishop who belongs to the perfecting rank of
consecrated ministers. His rank associates him with the perfecting sacrament of
Anointing. The argument of Letter VII is that the perfection of the human soul consists
in her active realization of the soul and of everything she knows to be theophany.
Correspondingly, the sacrament of Anointing is involved in every consecration of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy, and Denys refers to it as the most theurgical of all the sacraments
because it makes actual the capacity of sensible things to be theophanies — manifestations
of God. Just as the sacrament of Anointing realizes the theophanic capacity of sensible
things, it belongs to the perfecting work of a bishop to conduct people’s intellectual

activity to the contemplation of God.
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CHAPTER 5 LETTERS VIII-X

5.1 Hierarchy as Symbol

It may be hard to imagine a cosmology more saturated with divinity than that
described at the conclusion of Letter VII. The third triad of letters (Letters VIII-X)
demonstrates how this comprehensive divine presence and providence in every detail of
the created cosmos is adequate to both unconverted and converted souls, able through its
hierarchical structure of reality to work its providential governance and care in spite of
human ignorance, error and sin. Thus the argument of the Letfers concludes with a triad
that indicates how hierarchy ultimately shapes and determines the saving character of all
human friendship and community as imitation of the divine life. This final triad
appropriately refers to the mysterious Symbolic Theology that theoretically would reveal
divine theophany in every particular of the cosmos, including the human soul and

community.

Letter VIII begins this final triad of letters with the challenge of an individual who
willfully rejects the hierarchy that Denys has described as the structure of reality.
Demophilus asserts his own particular perspective as more conducive to imitation of the
Good than the hierarchy would achieve. That is, in spite of Demophilus’ consecration to
the perfected order of the laity, his adherence to his hierarchical orders remains
imperfect. I am not suggesting that Demophilus’ deficiency is concerned particularly
with his ranking in one order of the ecclesiastical hierarchy as opposed to another. As
Louth explains, the trajectory in Denys’ hierarchical systems is not one of ascending
through the ranks. “[V]ery rarely does ascent mean movement up the system of the

hierarchies... What ascent means — at least in part — is a more perfect union with that
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divine energy (or will) which establishes one in the hierarchy. So one ‘ascends’ into
hierarchy rather than up it.”**® Demophilus’ imperfection does not consist primarily in
his hierarchical status. Neither is Demophilus’ imperfection principally due to his
deficient understanding of the intelligible imitations of God pertaining to his sensible
imitations as a monk in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. In Letters V-VII we considered the
perfection of creation through the ascending orders of the hierarchy. Here, in Letters
VIII-X, we see that another kind of perfection is required having to do with the
purification, illumination and perfection of the human soul. Demophilus’ impurity of
soul — the passions — interfere with his fulfilling hierarchical duty to his superior (the
priest), to his inferior (the penitent), and to his equals of the same order as he shirks his

monastic responsibility to attend to “preside over his own house.”

The scope of Letters VIII-X, then, is psychic (pertaining to the purification,
illumination, and perfection of the human soul), but it is also cosmic in scope. Letter
VIII is largely Denys’ indictment that Demophilus’ confusion of hierarchical order and —
in parallel with this — the overthrow of his reasoning soul by the passions is an offence to
the order of the cosmos and to God. Demophilus’ offense threatens to exclude him from
the ecclesiastical hierarchy, that cosmic arrangement which discerns between the profane
and initiated which are in process of sanctification and union with God. Denys argues
that Demophilus’ offense makes the monk analogous to the elder brother from the
parable of the prodigal son who is excluded from the celebration of the whole household
of that story. Denys’ justaposes this analogy between Demophilus and the parable with

an account of the creation ex nihilo in such a way as to suggest a further analogy.

206 Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, 166.

95



Demophilus’ resistance of the penitent’s reconciliation is in the same order as the elder
brother’s resistance of the father’s love for the prodigal, and the resistance, as it were, of
the fringes of the cosmos to be dragged into existence. The cosmic and psychic
convergence of Demophilus’ incident is well illustrated by a further analogy at the
conclusion of Letter VIII. In Carpus’ vision the proverbial veil which hides the
intelligible reality is drawn back to show the cosmic repercussions of Carpus’ grudge

against an apostate and a catechumen.

5.2 Letter VIII: A Symbol of Divine Friendship

O’Meara, Hathaway, Sheldon-Williams, Vanneste, and Westcott agree that
Denys’ hierarchical system, like other Neoplatonic conceptions of human community, is
absent of a political or ethical theory whereas the structures of the ecclesiastical
community are only instrumental means to a mystical end: union with God. The above
scholars are in agreement that a deficiency inherent in the erotic quality of Denys’
Neoplatonic inspired hierarchy is that the body and the body politic is forfeited for the
sake of the spiritual interest of achieving union with God. In this interpretation, the lesser
goods represented in Plato by the lower rungs of Diotima’s ‘ladder of love,” the images
and shadows found in the depths of Plato’s allegorical cave, and the contingent ways of
knowing and being that belong to the visible divisions of Plato’s divided line, serve as

stepping-stones by which the soul ascends to higher states of being and knowing.

On the other hand, in an insightful article on Aristotle’s concept of @iAia, Robert
Crouse challenges the view that Denys (and other interpreters of Plato) has a purely
instrumental understanding of the visible world, politics, and ethics. Crouse insists that
there is no other starting point in approaching the good life other than the erotic. We
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begin with what appears good to the senses and then proceed to desire better things: “the
instinctive love of physical beauty is a necessary stepping-stone to a higher love, which
could not be approached otherwise. One must begin with the shadows at the bottom of
the cave and not elsewhere.”?”” Prior to any discussion of what is to be done with the
sensible, corporeal world and the sensible, practical ways of engaging it, it must be
acknowledged that there would be no discussion of anything else — no discourse at all — if
it were not for the £pwg (aspiring love) by which the soul desires that which is better,
more stable, and more lovely. On Crouse’s reading of Aristotle, however, the highest
conceivable love is that of friendship with God, although the Philosopher understands
this to be impossible: “a life too high for man.”?® Denys’ eighth letter introduces the
notion of friendship, and specifically friendship with God, in terms that resemble

Aristotelian @iMoaL.

In Denys discussion on divine friendship in his letter to Demophilus the first
characteristic of ¢uia which we note in comparison with &pwc is the subtle but important
point that, while the soul can be brought to the love of virtue in the course of her desiring
after the Good, friendship with God is itself the sum of all the virtues. Denys argues this
point explicitly in the first section of Letter VIII by highlighting heroes of the OT whose
surpassing virtue is assumed in their friendship with God. Moses’ familiarity with God
the Good (opthodvrta Bed Tayab®), his exceptional similarity to God the Good (npog 0
ot pdaioto opotdtatov), and his performance of deeds of good friendship (tag

ayabopireic Epyoteiog) are all of a piece.?”’ Denys’ use of the verb duiléo in this

207 Crouse, Aristotle’s Doctrine of Philia, p. 4.
208 Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics, VII1.7.1159a.
209 Denys, Letters, VII1.1.1085A-1088A.
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context reminds of the scriptural description of Moses’ encountering the Lord in the
tabernacle, “And the Lord spake unto Moses face to face, as a man speaketh unto his
friend.”?!® Moses’ “conversation” with God consists in deeds of good friendship. Denys
takes David to be a second case in point. His friendship with God is demonstrated in the

' In

excellent and godlike virtue of doing good deeds for the sake of one’s enemies.?!
both cases @idia (friendship-love) is seen to have a distinct quality in comparison with

the desiring love of €pmg whereas the virtues are, for Denys, expressions of friendship

with God, not simply means of attaining to God.

The second distinctive quality of @ilia is that it is grounded in defined
relationships. Unlike &€pmg which continually deserts one object of its love in preference
for another, ¢iAia is bound by the fixed parameters of a particular friendship. Denys
demonstrates this characteristic of the loving union with God very strongly in Letter VIII.
The friendship between God and human beings is defined by the ecclesiastical hierarchy,
and Denys does not concede to Demophilus that there is any instance in which
hierarchical order should be contradicted. Without minimizing in any way the gravity of
human shortcomings and the need for correction, Denys insists that this perfection of
hierarchical order must take place by means of hierarchical order: “amongst all existing
things their due is assigned through the first to the second, by the well-ordered and most

just forethought of all. Let those, then, who have been ordered by God to superintend

210 “eqi EAGANGEY KOP10g TPOG Mmwuciiv évamiog évomin m¢ & 11 Audicel Tpdg TOV Eavtod gidov”’. Exodus

33:11.

211 “And what makes David, the father of God, a friend of God? Even for being good and generous toward
enemies. The Super-Good and Friend of God says — ‘I have found a man after my own heart.”” (“T1 6& tov
Beomdtopa Aavid €noiet Ogopiri); Kol yap dyabov dvta, kai wepl £x8povs dyadov- ‘Ebpnka’ onoiv, 6
omepdyadog 6 eAdyadog, ‘Evdpa katd TV kapdiov pov.””) 2! Denys, Letters, VII1.1.1085B.
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others, distribute after themselves their due to their inferiors.”?'> Whereas the
imperfection of a particular good might motivate the soul to aspire after a more perfect
good, abandoning the imperfect object she formerly desired, such that €pwg carries the
lover from one good to another, giAia begins and ends in the activity of a particular

relationship.

The third quality of iMia (friendship-love) is that it equalizes those which are
unequal. Aristotle says that friendship is natural between equals, but it also occurs
between those which are unequal because of its equalizing character. On this point, piAia
and &pwg are identical; the mutual desire has its vital place within the love of friendship.
Indeed, this equalizing love between differing lovers makes manifest the superiority of
the one even as it perfects the inferiority of the other.?!* Letter VIII shows how this
equalization is a characteristic of giAia by a negative example, in Demophilus’ defiance
of his hierarchical superior, his failure to govern the passions of his own soul (whereas
the passions are themselves the hierarchical inferiors over which monks are to rule), and

in shirking this monastic duty which he shares with his equals in the ecclesiastical

212 “¢y miGL TOIC 0VGL S18 TAY TPAOTOV TOIC dEVTEPOIC AmovéusTar T8 Kot GElay D TS TEVTOVY EVTAKTOL

Kai Suconotdng mpovoiog. O1 uév ovv kol SAAmY Endpyety Hd Bsod Taydivteg dmoveipwot ued' £antovg
kol Toig vmnkodolg ta kat' a&iav.” Denys, Letters, VIII.3.1093A.

213 «“By all things, then, the Beautiful and Good is desired and beloved and cherished; and, by reason of It,
and for the sake of It, the less love the greater suppliantly; and those of the same rank, their fellows
brotherly; and the greater, the less considerately; and these severally love the things of themselves
continuously; and all things by aspiring to the Beautiful and Good, do and wish all things whatever they do
and wish. Further, it may be boldly said with truth, that even the very Author of all things, by reason of
overflowing Goodness, loves all, makes all, perfects all, sustains all, attracts all; and even the Divine Love
is Good of Good, by reason of the Good.” (“TI&ioty 0OV 6Tt TO KaAdY Koi GycfdV EQsTdV Kod EpacToV Kai
ayomntov, kai 6t adTo Kol a0Tod Eveka Kol T FTTm TOV KPEITTOVOV EMIGTPENTIKAC EPAGT KOl KOWVMVIKADG
T0 OpdoTOY O TV OPOTOY®V KOl TO KPEITTM TAV HTTOV®OV TPOVONTIKMG Kol 00T EAVTAV EKOGTO,
GUVEKTIKAG, Kol TtavTo 10D KohoD kol dyabod épiépeva motel kai BodAetor mavta, Oca Totel kai BodAeTart.
Toppnotdceton 8¢ Kai To0To eimeiv O aAnOng Adyog, 611 Kol avTdg O TAvT®V aitiog o' dyabddtmTog
OTEPPOANV TAVTOV £pQ, TAVTA TOET, TAVTO TEAELOL, TAVTO GUVEYEL, TAVTO EMOTPEPEL, Kol E0TL ki O Belog
Epm¢ ayaBog dyaBod did 1o dyabov.”) Denys, DN, IV.10.708A, B.
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hierarchy. Both @uAia and Epwg alike can be seen to share this equalizing quality. Letter
VIII extends this beyond the human relationships of which the ecclesiastical hierarchy
consists and shows how the whole of the created order is a playing-out of the friendship
between God and humanity. Denys demonstrates this equalizing characteristic of @iAia
by juxtaposing the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo and the parable of the prodigal son. He
draws an analogy between the father’s love of his prodigal son and God’s creation of the
world out of nothing to show how the divine @iAia reconciles things that are

fundamentally different.

Finally, 1Al must be active. While we have seen that gilia (friendship-love)
cannot be divorced from the concrete relationship between the friends, neither can a
relationship consist merely of the external signs of friendship if the relationship is empty
of the activity which they signify. Again, this point is made explicitly in Letter VIII
where Denys responds to the anticipated objection of Demophilus: “”What then,” thou
sayest, ‘is it not necessary to correct the priests who are acting irreverently... through the

transgression of the Law?”?!* To this Denys responds:

And those which are somewhat nearer to the true light, are at once more
luminous, and more illuminating; and do not understand the nearness
topically, but according to God-receptive aptitude. If, then, the order of
the priests is the illuminating, entirely has he fallen from the priestly rank
and power, who does not illuminate, or perhaps rather (he becomes) the
unilluminated. And he seems, to me at least, rash who, being such,
undertakes the priestly functions, and has no fear, and does not blush,
when performing things Divine, contrary to propriety... This one is not a

214 <T{ 0BV, PNC, OO YT TOVG iepéac dosBolivrac fi GALO TL TBV ATOTOV EEEAeYYOUEVOLS EDOHVECOAL, LOVOLC
0¢ éE€otan 1ol Kawympévolg &v vopm dia Tijg TopaPdcemg Tod vopov tov Beov atpalew;” Denys, Letters,
VIIL.2.1092A-1092B.
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priest, - No! - but devilish - crafty a deceiver of himself - and a wolf to the

people of God, clothed in sheep’s clothing.?!®

A person belongs to a particular order of the ecclesiastical hierarchy precisely to the
extent that such a person performs the activities of that order. So much for the priestly
order of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, but Denys’ argument cuts in more than one way.
Demophilus’ friendship with God is active to the extent that he exercises his place in all
the dynamics of the ecclesiastical hierarchy as a monk: “the less love the greater
suppliantly; and those of the same rank, their fellows brotherly; and the greater, the less

considerately”.!®

Belonging as he does to the contemplative order of the church everything that
Demophilus experiences by way of his superiors, his fellows, and his inferiors presents
an occasion for contemplation. In the subsequent letters, IX and X, we see that every
human experience bears the potential to be interpreted philosophically, as a token of
God’s love for humanity or of the divine pihavOpwmnia (philanthropy). These letters
demonstrate how the person who has ascended to the contemplative state of unknowing
union with God never 'leaves behind' that union with the One beyond-knowing but can
imitate the human and divine activities of God-incarnate through the orders of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy, in the temporal process of human life. In this way, nothing is

neutral in the friendship between divinity and humanity. The soul’s every experience is a

215 1 ndAdov dpeotnruiog éoti, Kol poTEVOTEP BLLo Kol QOTICTIKOTEP T6 LEAAOV T GANOVD poTi
minouaitepo. Kol pun tomikdg sxhafotg, aAda kata tv 8e0d0yov émitn deidtta 1oV minolacpov. Ei toivov
1 TAV iEpE®V £0TL S10KOCUNGIC 1] QOTIOTIKT], TOVTEADG ATOTENTOKE TAG lepatikilg TaEemg kal Suvapuewg O
U1 QOTIOTIKOG, T TOV Y& ALV O apdTioToc. Kai Tolunpoc uotys Sokel Toic ipatikoic 6 T010910g
gyxelpddv, Kai ov 8édotkev 008 aioydvetar Ta Bsia ... OBk doty oDToC igpedc, 0Bk &oTiv, GALY SVGUEVAC,
d0Mog, Eumaiktng £avtod kol Adkog €l Tov Bglov Aaov Kmdiw kaboriopévoc. Denys, Letters, VIIL2.
216 “10 frrm TV KPETTOVOV EMGTPENTIKDG EpGHG1 KO KOWVOVIKDS T OPOGTO A THV OLOTAY®DV Koi T
KPelTT® TOV NTTOVOV TPpOoVvONTIK®G Kot odTd E0VTAV Ekaota cuvekTik®dS”. Denys, DN, IV.10.1092B-
1092C.
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theophany and an occasion for contemplative ascent to God, and her every activity can be
an imitation of the Jesus’ condescension — simultaneously an act of worship and an

extension of God’s philanthropy.

Contra the positions of O’Meara, Hathaway, Sheldon-Williams, Vanneste, and
Westcott, our consideration of divine friendship in Letter VIII, as the virtue which
implies every virtue and the love which orders the soul’s many loves, has shown that
Denys does not treat human community exclusively as a means to union with God. To be
sure, the human community and the sacraments of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, anchored
as they are on the Incarnation, are the only positive means by which the soul can be
united with God. But this in no way diminishes the significance of human relationships,
of sensible experience, or of embodied life. On the contrary, it affirms the final
significance of everything as, in some way, making God manifest in that which is not
God. Indeed, we have no other union with God except that which is mediated by the
human beings of the ecclesiastical hierarchy and the human being who is God: Jesus.
Ivanovi¢ insists that for Denys there is no difference between God and the mediation by
which we encounter God.?!” If this last point was not demonstrated in Letters V-VII, in
which we considered directly the sensible and the intelligible imitations by which human
beings are united with God, then the identity between God and divine mediation is
unmistakable in Letter VIII. That is to say, for Denys, ¢ilia is conceived in the context

of personal relationships.

217 Ivanovic, “The ecclesiology of Dionysius the Areopagite,” 39.
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For Denys, the union of friendship-love between God and humanity is not an
unending aspiration for satisfaction, but it is made possible by the Incarnation. Through
the mediation of the Church, this can be actively realized in the circumstance of daily
life. This ultimate friendship-love between humanity and God does not finally reject the
lower loves, but embraces them, and it is in the context of this all-embracing love that

every other love finds its ordered place.

Corrigan describes the view that divine love involves a certain sympathy which
carries through in the activities of all living things as a Neoplatonic development that
makes explicit what is implicit in Plato and Aristotle themselves. But he says that Denys
brings this to a pitch when he asserts, in the light of the Incarnation, that “the Unmoved
God is simultaneously moved to care for everything. Of course, this is no longer
Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover, but it is the culmination of a long pagan tradition starting
with Plato and Aristotle.” As Corrigan says, “even if Dionysius in a sense ‘destroys’ the
Unmoved Mover, he is the first to articulate the paradox or to show how the ultimate
Unmoved Godhead can without departing from its own intimate life fall in love

intimately with everything.”?!®

5.3 Letter IX: Monstrous Exterior and Beautiful Interior

Letter IX is the second longest of Denys’ Letters and warrants a summary on
account of the sheer scale of its themes. Beyond this, however, it also contains
Dionysius’ most lucid explanations of symbolic theology and of the synthesis between

philosophy and theurgy which is so crucial to his teaching.

218 Corrigan, “How did Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover come to love everything by the end of the ancient
pagan tradition?” 22.
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Denys lays out the basic theory of symbolic theology in the first section of Letter
IX. He confines the raw data for symbolic theology to include all those “sensible
symbols” concerning God which may be found in sacred scripture.?!® Thus, the infinite is
to be symbolized exclusively by scripturally sanctioned figures of finite things. Denys
gives a catalogue of divine symbols in scripture, ranging from the Trinitarian relations of
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, to natural symbols of God, and a host of
anthropomorphisms: utensils and ornaments, passions of the soul, and anecdotal episodes

from biblical histories.

Denys goes on to explain that this dissimilarity between sign and signified,
between the finite symbols and the infinite God, is an essential characteristic of symbolic
theology. The dissimilarity of a sensible symbol, relative to God who is beyond
knowing, safeguards the interpreter of this symbol from confusion. Since no one is
capable of contemplating God beyond thought and being, the dissimilarity of a symbol
will ensure that, whether a person interprets an image with the passionless part of the soul
or the impassioned, no one will confuse the dissimilar symbol with the God it symbolizes
but will seek after a better symbol from among those sanctioned by scripture.??’ The two
sides of Denys’ entire theology are divided on this line. Negative theology is the

philosophical way of knowing God by unknowing, by a denial of any and all

219 “For, we contemplate [the Divine Mysteries] only through the sensible symbols that have grown upon
them.” (“Oedpeba yop pdvov adtd d10 TAV TPOCTEPLKOTOV 0TOIg 0ioBNT@Y cuuBorwv.”) Denys, Letters,
1X.1.

220 “For, it was seemly, not only that the Holy of holies should be preserved undefiled by the multitude, but
also that the Divine knowledge should illuminate the human life, which is at once indivisible and divisible,
in a manner suitable to itself; and to limit the passionless part of the soul to the simple, and most inward
visions of the most godlike images; but its impassioned part should wait upon, and, at the same time, strive
after, the most Divine coverings, through the pre-arranged representations of the typical symbols, as such
(coverings) as are congenial to it.” Denys, Letters, IX.1.1108A.
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symbolization of God. Positive theology is an affirmation of God according to the best

symbols that are granted.

In the second section of Letter IX Denys, following St Paul, expands the field of
symbols to include the very order of the visible universe.??! The natural order of creation
is to be understood as a pattern for the orderly “unfolding” of the sacred symbols. In
Sections 3, 4, and 5 of Letter IX Denys addresses Titus’ question directly, which
concerns the symbolism of God in scripture as a bowl, as drink, as solid food, and as a
house. The bowl is representative of divine providence which contains the whole of
creation and which supplies a liquid nourishment in abundance. The drink is a token of a
stream which flows liberally for the good cheer, nourishment and perfection of all things.
The solid food represents a stable, unshifting knowledge of God which nourishes the
contemplating organ of sense. And the house represents the construction of wisdom

which houses the bowl, the drink, and the food.

In Sections 5 and 6 Denys offers an explicit yet brief meditation on Jesus’ Last
Supper with the disciples, which combines all of the aforementioned symbols, together
with the intoxication and the sleep of the company that is gathered. Finally, we learn that
the sleep represents God’s incommunicability with created beings and the divine

wakefulness represents the providential care of God for all. The letter concludes with a

221 Denys, Letters, 1X.2.1108B. The reference to Paul is from Romans 1: “td ydp ddpato oytod dmod
KTIGEMC KOGHOL TOIC TOMHACTY voouueva kabopdital, 1 Te &id1o¢ avTod SHvaug kei Be1d6Tng, sic T eivan
avTovg dvamoAroyntovg,” (“For the invisible things of him from the creation of the world are clearly seen,
being understood by the things that are made, even his eternal power and Godhead; so that they are without
excuse”).
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reiteration that this teaching is but a sample of Denys’ greater treatise, Symbolic

Theology.

Symbolic theology is the method by which Denys understands every scriptural
name for God, every hierarchy of the cosmos, and everything in the created order to be a
representation of God. We have seen that the orders of the ecclesiastical hierarchy
incorporate everything that is available to sensible perception into a theophanic vision of
the universe. But the ecclesiastical hierarchy itself is only one example of the kind of
symbols Denys is discussing in Letter IX. In Letter IX Denys employs symbolic
theology to unfold the meaning of a particular set of imagery from sacred scripture:
“what is the house of wisdom, what the bowl, and what are its meats and drinks?”’>%*
This letter is but an application of a more comprehensive treatment entitled Symbolic

Theology, which is not extant, and which Denys alludes to in this letter and elsewhere in

the CD.

We have already encountered negative theology in the first four of Denys’ letters,
and we have encountered positive theology in Letters V-VII. To know God by negative
theology is to know that God is not equal to anything sensible or intelligible. The
negation is not one of deficiency but one of excess, acknowledging that God is beyond

everything that is perceptible either to the senses or to the intellect.

We have also encountered the opposite of negative theology — positive theology —
in the Letters which Denys writes to ordained ministers of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. In

Letters V-VII Denys instructs a deacon, a priest, and a bishop in the theological

222 Denys, Letters, IX.1104A.
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principles which correspond to their roles in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. The
ecclesiastical hierarchy employs all manner of sensible images in order to guide human
beings to intellectual contemplations of God. This arrangement of hierarchical orders
coordinates the whole of the sensible world in correspondence with the intelligible
imitations of God which comprise the celestial hierarchy. With Letter VII Denys brings
Polycarp to the point of acknowledging that everything in creation, when it is perfectly

contemplated, is understood to be a manifestation of God.

To draw out the transition between Letter VIII and Letter IX, for Demophilus, the
symbol of the ecclesiastical hierarchy has a monstrous appearance which he cannot bear,
both on account of the priest who seems to act irreverently and on account of sinful man
seeking absolution. The one appears to him devilish, like a wolf in sheep’s clothing who
undertakes the priestly function without fear,??* and the others appear to him no better
than companions of demons.??* In Letter IX, however, we learn that there is a reason for
the monstrous appearance of divine symbols, of which the ecclesiastical hierarchy is an
example. The various symbols of God protect those who are not initiated, the profane, or
those whose contemplation of God remain unpurified from confusing God with that
which is created. Demophilus must enter into the symbol of the ecclesiastical hierarchy
by purifying his soul of the passions. By submitting to the sacred symbol of hierarchical
order, Demophilus can reciprocate the self-emptying love of God for humanity. The love
of God extends to humanity through the mediation of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and

human beings can return this love by conforming to the strictures of the ecclesiastical

223 Denys, Letters, VIIL.2.1092C.
224 Denys, Letters, VIIL5.1097A.
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hierarchy. Thus there is also a cosmic aspect to this purification of even a single human

soul.

The sacred symbols purify our theology of the passions. And the sacred symbols
illuminate our capacity to theologize. The symbols safeguard the profane from
contemplating God in a confused, impassioned way. As Denys explains in Letter IX,
there is the passionless part and there is the impassioned part in every human soul. The
impassioned part of the soul is that part which is moved by what is external to it. The
sacred symbols of scripture instruct this part of the soul in an affirmative way.
Simultaneously, the sacred symbols instruct the passionless part of the soul in a negative
way. “[T]he teaching, handed down by the Theologians is two-fold — one, secret and
mystical — the other, open and better known — one, symbolical and initiative — the other,
philosophic and demonstrative; — and the unspoken is intertwined with the spoken.”?%>
Symbolic theology involves both strands of positive and negative theology. On the one
hand, apophatic theology contemplates God by making denials about God, that he is
perceived in anything whatsoever, not due to any deficiency in God but because God so
exceeds everything that can be perceived by sense or intellect. On the other hand, Denys
conceives of everything in the created order according to a kataphatic way of theology, as

manifestations of God.??® Here, in Denys’ ninth letter on symbolic theology, he explains

how the two ways are related.

More than explaining the interrelation of affirmative and negative theology,

Denys shows how symbolic theology actually illuminates the shape of the human soul.

25 Denys, Letters, 1X.2.1108B-C.
226 Denys, DN, 1.8.597B.
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For, it was seemly, not only that the Holy of holies should be preserved
undefiled by the multitude, but also that the Divine knowledge should
illuminate the human life, which is at once indivisible and divisible, in a
manner suitable to itself; and to limit the passionless part of the soul to the
simple, and most inward visions of the most godlike images; but its
impassioned part should wait upon, and, at the same time, strive after, the
most Divine coverings, through the pre-arranged representations of the
typical symbols, as such (coverings) as are congenial to it.??’

The symbols do not exist for their own sake, as though the more exalted symbols would
be somehow diminished were they to be mixed or confused with more humble symbols.
(In a way, this was Demophilus’ concern when he contravened hierarchical order in a
wrong-headed attempt to preserve the sanctuary from defilement.) The symbols exist in
order to illuminate both the impassioned and the passionless parts of the soul. They
provide the passionless part of the soul with that by which God may be denied and thus
known most philosophically and truly. They also provide the impassioned part of the
soul with sanctioned objects of perception which, Denys says, have the potential to move
the soul to “strive after the most Divine coverings, through the prearranged
representations of the typical symbols, as such (coverings) are, by nature, congenial to

it 2

It is this last point which highlights potential for the soul in seeking to know God
— affirmatively and negatively, which is to say, symbolically — to be illumined, both in
terms of knowing itself and in terms of knowing the cosmos. Denys’ second chapter of

CH and his introductory chapter to DN are helpful in following the interplay of the

227 “M yop oldpeda To @oavopeva v cuvinudtov vrEp fovtdv dva memhdcOo, tpoPeBificOat 82 tiig
dmoppriTov Kol afedTov Toic ToAAOIG EmoTHUNG, MG N Tolc BePrroic edysipmTa sivar To moviepa: povolg
8¢ avakoAvmtechat Toig Tiig OgdTNTOC YVvNnoiolg épactaic, ¢ macay TNy TodupiddN eaviaciav Eni T@v
iep@v cvuPorwv dmockevalopévolg kal ikovoic dofaively amAdt vod kol Osmpnrikiic duvauemg
EMINOEOTNTL TPOG TNV ATV KOl VIEPPLT Kol VTEPWOPLUEVNYV TAV cLUPOA@V AN Beway.” Denys, Letter,
IX.1.1108A.
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identity between thought and being as it is operative in Letter IX. Those treatises, CH
and DN, are chiefly concerned with intelligible “symbols” of God (the divine names and
the Trinitarian imitations of the celestial hierarchy), whereas Letter IX is chiefly
concerned with the sensible symbols of God from the scriptures. Nevertheless, the
fundamental division in Denys’ theology is not between the intelligible and the sensible
creation but between God and the creation. Therefore, certain principles from these
treatises will still pertain to our discussion of Letter IX, and in some cases Denys
explicitly states in these treatises that his reasoning applies equally to the sensible

symbols.

The philosophical underpinnings of Denys’ symbolic theology form the basis of
his anthropology, and the capacity of human nature will determine humanity’s capacity
for active union or friendship with God. These principles are not absent from other parts
of the CD, but Denys incorporates them in Letter IX in a way that draws together his

theory of 0¢moig — the way in which humans become one with God.

For example, everything in Denys’ symbolic theology depends upon a God who is
fundamentally different from the entirety of the created world. Intelligible perceptions
(or the divine names) no less than sensible perceptions (or the sacred symbols) are
completely incapable of representing God. Plato’s Republic is the locus classicus for this
philosophical principle which so shaped the Neoplatonic tradition that followed him,
together with Dionysius, in positing that God is beyond thought and being. Plato writes:
“Therefore, you should also say that not only do the objects of knowledge owe their

being known to the good, but their being is also due to it, although the good is not being,

110



but superior to it in rank and power.”??® That which is beyond knowing and being known
is nevertheless the cause of that which is known and being known, for Plato and Denys

alike. As Denys says in Letter IX:

[T]he Author of the being, and of the well being, of all things, is both an
all-perfect providence and advances to all, and comes into being in
everything, and embraces them all; and on the other hand, He, the same, in
the same, par excellence, is nothing in anything at all, but overtops the
whole, Himself being in Himself, identically and always.?*

Denys, follows a development in the Neoplatonic tradition, according to which God
should be contemplated beyond the Good, as well as beyond thought and being. Creation
is absolutely different from God, but Denys also makes explicit here that God is in no
way absent to creation. They are all sacred symbols: God makes even the sensible
creatures to be what they are, fills them with that which they are, and is not contained by
them but overflows them, without admitting any change or movement to the divine

nature.?3°

In Letter IX we see that symbolic theology is decidedly non-dualistic. The whole
of the cosmos has its creation, redemption, and sustenance in the good providence of
God, and the symbols must be interpreted according to this teleological framework.?! In

DN Denys employs a similar philosophical principle as that of Proclus’, “Every effect

228 Plato, Republic, 509.b.5-7.

229 “xai mpdvoLa TovTEMG £0TIV © TOD lvar Kad Tod €0 glvorn Td TévTo aiTiog Kai &Ml TAvTa TPOEISt Kol &v
¢ mavl ylyveton kol mepléyel Té mavta kol andic 6 antdg &v T avtd kad' Hrepoyv oVSEY év 0ddeVE ko'
000V €otTv: AAL E&fpnTat T®V AV anTog €V E0uTd TaNTMG Kol didie”. Denys, Letters, 1X.3.1109C.

230 «“For thus contemplating [the expressions concerning the Divine Mysteries], we should reverence a
fountain of Life flowing into Itself — viewing It even standing by Itself, and a kind of single power, simple,
self-moved, and self-worked, not abandoning Itself, but a knowledge surpassing every kind of knowledge,
and always contemplating Itself, through Itself.” Denys, Letter, IX.4.1112A, B.

231 “For the whole statement lying before them, and all its details, does not contain a bare history, but a
vivifying perfection... And never must we confuse the sacred symbols hap-hazard, but we must unfold
them suitably to the causes, or the origins, or the powers, or the orders, or the dignities of which they are
explanatory tokens.” Denys, Letters, IX.2.1109A.
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remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and reverts upon it.”>*?> Denys renders the same

principle as follows:

The Good indeed is not entirely uncommunicated to any single created
being, but benignly sheds forth its super-essential ray, persistently fixing
in Itself, by illuminations analogous to each several being, and elevates to
Its permitted contemplation and communion and likeness, those holy
minds, who, as far as is lawful and reverent, strive after it...>3

This teaching of symbolic theology illuminates the sensible universe whereas it does not
admit that anything in creation is entirely removed from participation in the Good.
Rather, both parts of the human soul make profitable use of every sensible symbol of the

Oracles.

Denys’ model of the soul has been described above as consisting of both
impassioned and passionless parts, and as knowing things according to the mode of the
knower. Denys uses this to reiterate our incapacity to conceive of God, and thus he
establishes our dependence on the Oracles in order to conceive of God according to our
capacity: “things intelligible cannot be comprehended and contemplated by things of
q 234

sense, and things uncompounded and unformed by things compounded and forme

The various symbols of scripture are significant to different beings variously.>*> Denys

232 Proclus, Elements of Theology, 35.

233 00 v aKotvdvnToV £0Tt KaBOAOL TayaddV 00deVi TV BvTmv, GAL' @' avTod povinmg Ty
VePovoLov idpoav AKTiva Talg EKAoTOL TAV dvimV dvaAidyols EAAGpyesty dyafompendg EmpaiveTon Kol
TPOG TNV £QIKTNV awTod Bempiov Kai Kovoviav Kol Opoimoy dvateivel Tovg iEpods vOG TOVG MG Beutdv
avT® Kol iepompendg EmParrovtag”. Denys, DN, [.2.588D. Again, this quotation from Denys refers
specifically to the function of the intelligible, divine names of scripture in the pattern of remaining in,
proceeding from, and returning to the One, to use the Neoplatonic formulation. The function of the
sensible symbols of symbolic theology is fundamentally the same as that of the divine names. Although, in
reference to both the intelligible and the sensible creation, Denys’ pattern would align best with the nuances
of the Christian formulation: creating, redeeming and sustaining.

234 Denys, DN, 1.1.588B.

235 “And differently must we take the same likeness of fire, when spoken with regard to the inconceivable
God; and differently with regard to his intelligible providences or words, and differently respecting the
Angels.” Denys, Letters, 1X.2.1108D.
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explains in CH II that a base passion such as lust, if it is applied symbolically to an
animal or a plant, which does not have a reasoning soul, then the symbol would be
applied as a detraction. But if the same passion of lust were applied to an angel then the
symbol, on account of its dissimilar similitude, would be applied in a way that
embellished the term, for instance as “Divine love.” Symbolic theology, then, is a
gathering together and an illumination of every mode of being and knowing. The various
kinds of soul approach the symbols in their various ways, but the symbols are

illuminating to each one.

In Denys’ symbolic theology everything in creation is different from God but
given by God as symbols or tokens, cuvOnuata. Everything in creation presses upon and
moves the impassioned part of the human soul while the passionless part of the soul
remains untouched and unmoved, reserved for the true contemplation of very God,
beyond thought and being. In that union, God and humanity are perfectly united
according to their respective substances, even while they remain perfectly distinct.
Nevertheless, in so far as the impassioned part of the soul moves and is moved in the

created world, it too engages with God, only by means of tokens.

5.4 Letter X: The Disciple whom Jesus Loved

In Letter VIII we saw that in spite of Demophilus’ perfection among the
hierarchical orders of the laity (that is, the arrangement of sensible things whereby human
beings are conducted to intellectual contemplations of God) Demophilus nevertheless
only realizes his hierarchical place imperfectly. In fact, Denys says the monk’s error is
so grievous that it threatens to exclude Demophilus from the hierarchy and from the
created order which it encompasses. Demophilus’ capitulation of the passionless part of
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the soul to the impassioned part is a rejection of the tokens of divine friendship. What is
more, he uses the very tokens, or symbols, of divine friendship — the ecclesiastical
hierarchy and his place within it — against divine friendship: to withhold divine love from
a penitent man, which Carpus’ dream shows to be equivalent with ‘striking against’
Christ himself. Thus Demophilus returns divine friendship with enmity against God.
Letter VIIIL, then, is about Denys confronting Demophilus with the state of enmity which
he occupies vis-a-vis God. And Denys seeks to persuade Demophilus to enter into
friendship precisely by recognizing his own enmity toward God and the divine love
which extends to enemies. Letter VIII establishes the scope of the last three letters (VIII-

X) by introducing the substance of divine friendship.

Letter IX illuminates the capacity of divine friendship — friendship between God
and human beings. It consists in the perfect union and distinction between God and the
human soul which contemplates God beyond thought and being. But this friendship is
also born out in the entirety of the sensible and intelligible creation and in the sensual and
intellectual faculties of the human soul, which are symbols of this friendship. In Letter
IX we see how a philosophical analysis of the created order sheds light on the potential of
everything in the cosmos to become tokens of love, given and received between divine

and human friends.

John realizes his human potential to be a friend of God by means of the senses
and by means of the intellect, with the impassioned part of the soul and with the
passionless part. The trajectory of the Letters brings us to John as a human being who
fully participates in the complete self-emptying of God, confirming the ordering of the

Letters as an inversion of the ordering of the treatises.
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It is significant that the recipient of this letter is John — the apostle and divine
evangelist. His life is a demonstration of psychic activity in the midst of corporeal
suffering. Although Polycarp, Titus, and Denys himself are actual martyrs whereas John
was the only of the disciples to die of natural causes, nonetheless, tradition remembers his
“white martyrdom” for giving his life to God by his obedient will and contemplative

love.

Denys writes to John as though the moment of communion with Christ and the
other disciples at the Last Supper were the lens through which he experiences everything.
The visions which John sees and records in his exile become the oracles whence the
divine names and the sacred symbols are derived. In CH 1.3 Denys explains how our
human mind depends upon material representations of God in order to be conducted to
immaterial representations of God, and he explains there the way in which the scriptures
employ sensible things to this effect. The scriptures are written “in order that It might
lead us through the sensible to the intelligible, and from the inspired symbols to the
simple sublimities of the Heavenly Hierarchies.”**® As an apostle (and thus one of the
first hierarchs) John is capable of the intelligible contemplations that are reserved for the
hierarch at the culmination of the sacrament of Communion. By the same token,
however, John is also a writer of sacred scripture, under which form he represents

intelligible contemplations under sensible symbols.

With Letter X we come to the culmination of Denys’ series of Letters, but it is

also the culmination of the CD as a whole. The logic which governs the sequence of the

236 Denys, CH 1.3.121C.
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Letters proceeds in parallel to the logic which governs the sequence of Denys’ four
treatises, according to the ordering in the manuscript tradition, although the Letters
follow the inverse ordering relative to the treatises. Louth argues persuasively that the

treatises follow a liturgical logic:

The Celestial Hierarchy expounds the order and function of the angelic
ranks: there we can see in an unconfused way the principles that govern
hierarchical order. These principles are then applied in the Ecclesiastical
Hierarchy to the structure and liturgy of the Church on earth... the Divine
Names then looks to the One who has brought all this about and whose
praises we sing in the liturgy, and the Mystical Theology looks at the
culminating significance of the liturgy and draws the whole together.?*’

Just as the treatises are arranged according to the gathering up of the created order in a
liturgical ascent to union with God, the arrangement of the Letters follows the theurgical
condescension of God, even to the minutiae of the created order and human experience.
Letter I corresponds with MT whereas it is a simple, pure contemplation of God through
unknowing. Letters II-IV correspond with the contemplation of God according to the
common and the distinct names of the Thearchy which are also treated in DN. Letters V-
VII correspond with EH because they explain the intellectual imitations of God which are
in turn imitated in a sensible way by the orders of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Finally,
Letters VIII-X are about the purification, illumination and perfection of the human soul —
both its impassioned part and its passionless part — by which it contemplates God through
the sacred symbols of scripture. And the symbols which pertain to God by greater
dissimilarity are the more exalted. The logic of these letters is shared with that of CH: “it
is most agreeable to the revealing Oracles to conceal, through mystical and sacred

enigmas, and to keep the holy and secret truth respecting the supermundane minds

27 Louth, Denys the Areopagite, 31.
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inaccessible to the multitude. For it is not everyone that is holy, nor, as the Oracles
affirm, does knowledge belong to all.”?3® Thus, the Letters follow a descending
trajectory by which God is contemplated according to revelations ranging from greater

similarity to greater dissimilarity.

The prisoner in Plato’s famous allegory of the cave turns away from the shadows
which attend his place of confinement and he gradually ascends until he finally sees the
light by which the world is illuminated: the sun which represents the Good beyond
thought and being. The Letters follow the opposite course in that they begin with the
unknowing contemplation of God beyond thought and being?*® and they proceed in an

orderly way toward the visions of a prisoner in confinement.

5.5 Divine and Human Suffering

John, the Apostle and Evangelist, who is the recipient of Denys’ tenth letter,
ought to be distinguished from the nameless prisoner of Plato’s cave. Letter X is the
culminating letter of the collection because John demonstrates in his sufferings and
activities the perfect union and distinction of divine and human natures. On the one
hand, John is entirely powerless according to what we have been calling the impassioned
part of the soul. On the other hand, Denys begins his letter with regal veneration: “I
salute thee, the holy soul! O beloved one... Hail! Why should it be a marvel, if Christ
speaks truly, and the unjust banish His disciples from their cities, themselves bringing

upon themselves their due, and the accursed severing themselves, and departing from the

238 Denys, CH, 11.1.136D-137B.
239 “the all-perfect Agnosia, in its superior sense [which] is a knowledge of Him, Who is above all known
things” Denys, Letters, 1.
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holy.”?*® Just as we have seen in Letter VIII that Demophilus excludes himself from the
ecclesiastical hierarchy by withholding the rites of the Church from a penitent man, so

those who imprison John only separate themselves from friendship with God.

Denys continues, “Truly, things seen are manifest images of things unseen.”*!

He and John share a vision of reality which integrates everything in the created order.
The hardship which John suffers as a result of his witness to this religious worldview
does not contradict his friendship with God or the sovereignty of God over the cosmos.
On the contrary, Denys says, “I would never be so crazy as to imagine that you feel any
suffering; but I am persuaded that you are sensible of the bodily sufferings merely to
appraise them.”?** It is simply the logical extension of the philosophical and theological
principles we have already considered that everything perceptible by sense and intellect
are symbols of divine love for the world, tokens of the friendship between God and
human beings. These principles do not distinguish between things that are favourable or
unfavourable for the human subject, because that which is good or bad for the friend of
God is determined by God’s providential will. Only the human soul can separate itself
from experiencing the love of God. This is the same logic by which the late mediaeval
poet Dante finds that the gates of hell are created by divine love, whereas they remain
open for the human soul to enter into or depart from. Denys says as much in Letter X:

“For, neither in the ages which are approaching, will Almighty God be Cause of the just

240 Denys, Letters, X.1117A.
241 Denys, Letters, X.1117B.
2% Denys, Letters, X.1117C.
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separations from Himself, but they by having separated themselves entirely from

Almighty God.”?%

The incarnation and the hierarchical orders which stem from this enable John to
orient his life, in the body and in the mind, in reference to stable objects of sensible and
intelligible perception. John is traditionally understood to be the only one of the apostles
to have died by natural causes, while all the others were martyred. Denys seems to be
comparing John’s way of witnessing to divine love in the course of his life with their

mortal witness to the same:

even as we observe the others, becoming here already with Almighty God,
since being lovers of truth, they depart from the proclivities of things
material, and love peace in a complete freedom from all things evil, and a
Divine love of all things good; and start their purification, even from the
present life, by living, in the midst of mankind, the life which is to come,
in a manner suitable to angels, with complete cessation of passion, and
deification and goodness, and the other good attributes.?**

In contrast to the accursed souls which actively will what is opposed to divine will,
bending reality to make it conform to their own passions, John and the other Apostles
make use of their sufferings in order to detach themselves from material things and purify

the passions.

Everything in heaven and earth is unequal to God but is a manifestation and a
symbol — revealing and concealing God to created beings. This means that the capacity

for human beings to act upon God and to be acted upon by God — the field of sympathy

243 Ibid. 1117C.
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between God and humanity — is inclusive of everything in creation. We have seen that

this sympathy is established by the incarnation, and that the sacraments make it possible
for every soul to be conducted to a unifying contemplation of God. The consequence of
this is real union between God and the human soul which means that everything the soul

perceives by sense and intellect may become a token and a sign of that friendship.

The hierarchical orders, which make the union with God possible, collapse at the
point of this union between God and humanity. The hierarchical arrangements, by which
sensible and intelligible things are purified, illuminated, and perfected, no longer
differentiate between one thing that is unified with God and another. Nevertheless, it is
crucially important for Denys that these hierarchical structures not be despised because
these hierarchies frame the pattern for imitating the condescension of God and for giving

thanks.

The sacrament of Communion has a central place in each of Letters VIII-X. It is
in the context of Communion that Demophilus’ self-exclusion from friendship with God
is made evident by interfering in the penitent’s approach to the sacrament. In Letter [X,
the symbolism of the Last Supper is a kind of archetypal symbol on which the other
symbols converge and from which they derive their meaning. John, the recipient of
Letter X, figures poignantly in the drama of the Last Supper, reclining beside Jesus at the
feast. Scripture calls him the disciple whom Jesus loved, and in the opening sentences of
Letter X Denys refers to him three times as beloved.>* The intimacy of the friendship

between Christ and John, as captured in the Last Supper, is very much at the heart of the

245 ¢ salute thee, the holy soul! O beloved one! and this for me is more appropriate than for most. Hail! O
truly beloved! And to the truly Loveable and Desired, very beloved!” Denys, Letters, X.1117A.
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overall trajectory of Denys’ theology program, as we have traced it in the Letters and in

the treatises alike.

In Letter X Denys speaks of John’s experience of imprisonment in a way that is
analogous to his description of the sacrament of Communion as it is experienced by the
bishop. Just as every member of the ecclesiastical hierarchy is gathered together for
Communion, so too every sensible and intelligible perception is a revelation of God for a
bishop. The patterns of hierarchical order bring human beings to become one with God.
They also give human beings the means by which to actively participate in harmony with
God, who initiates this sympathy with human beings through the incarnation and through
the sacraments. All of humanity’s activity in response to this gesture of divine love,
which is the whole hierarchical system, can be summed up in the word ‘thanksgiving.” In
EH Denys describes the holy thanksgiving (evyapiotiav igpav) as the crowning point of

the Communion liturgy:

When [the Hierarch] has received and distributed the supremely Divine
Communion, he terminates with a holy thanksgiving; whilst the multitude
have merely glanced at the Divine symbols alone, he is ever conducted by
the Divine Spirit, as becomes a Hierarch, in the purity of a Godlike
condition, to the holy sources of the things performed, in blessed and
intelligible visions.**®

Here we have the bishop in the culminating moment of the sacrament in which each
member of the community is gathered into a unity in the contemplation of God, as God is
known beyond knowing in the soul of every participant. At the conclusion of the

celebration of Communion, the bishop perceives God to be symbolized in everything.

246 “Metaoymv 62 kol petadovg T Ocapyikiic Kowvmviag gic edyapiotioy iepdv KoTaAyEL TV TOAGY UiV
€ig pova ta Bela chuPolro mapoakvyavtov, avtod 68 del @ Beapyikd Tveduatt TpoOg TG aryiag TOV
TEAOVUEVAV GPYOG €V HoKapiolg Kol vonTolg Bedpacty iepapyikdg &v kabapotntt Tiig Beoeldodg EEemg
avayopévov.” Denys, EH, I11.2.165C.
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However, he responds to this all-encompassing vision of God in thanksgiving to God and
for the sake of the multitude by honouring the integrity of the hierarchical orders which

bring him to this vision.

The hierarchy collapses, by which union with God is achieved. But what more
suitable response can one make to the love by which God reconciles humanity than to
cooperate in that activity of reconciliation? As we have seen in reference to the
perfecting sacrament of the Anointing, bishops, in accordance with the perfecting
characteristic of their order, contemplate God in every created thing, and they
demonstrate the theophanic capacity of every created thing by the use of the sacrament of
Anointing in each of their consecrations. This is expressed again in the ordination of
bishops whereas the action which distinguishes that ordination from other ordinations to
holy orders is the moment when the oracles are placed on the bishop’s head.?*’ The
action represents the power of the bishop, who “will not only be illuminated, in the true
and God-transmitted science of all the sacred words and works committed to the
Hierarchy, but will also transmit them to others in Hierarchical proportions”.2* These
examples from the ecclesiastical hierarchy show that the perfect union with God that is
achieved by means of hierarchy. Nevertheless, hierarchical order provides the pattern by

which that union with God finds expression.

This is the perfect union which John experiences as he suffers imprisonment on

Patmos. However, Denys insists that John is not only a passive recipient in this

%7 Denys, EH, V.2.509B, C, V.3.vii.513C, D.
248 Denys, EH, V.3.vii.513D.
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experience of union with God. He is also actively engaged in the human and divine work

of conducting the whole created order into union with God. Denys writes:

But as for those who are unjustly treating you, and fancying to imprison,
not correctly, the sun of the Gospel, whilst fairly blaming them, I pray that
by separating themselves from those things which they are bringing upon
themselves they may be turned to the good, and may draw you to
themselves, and may participate in the light.>*

The first thing to notice is that Denys in no way admits John to be, in fact, held against
his will. And elsewhere in this letter we have seen Denys speak of John’s imprisonment,
like the martyrdom of the other apostles, as demonstrations of complete freedom. But,
more than that, Denys makes a prayer that John’s physical acquiescence to the
imprisonment which his enemies wish to inflict on him will instead become the
instruments of his enemies’ conversion. The scenario is reminiscent of Carpus’ dream in
which Jesus directs Carpus, who is attempting to separate himself from two unbelievers
by pushing them into a place of torment, that Carpus should instead strike against him

because Jesus is willing to suffer again on their behalf.>*°

There is still a further way in which John is an active participant in his
relationship of perfect union and distinction — his friendship — with God. The visions
which attend this union with God on Patmos, where John is supposed to be separated
from the ecclesiastical community, are in fact the inspired texts — the scriptures or the
oracles — from which the divine names and the sacred symbols are derived. To import

images which Denys uses in Letter IX, John is actually nourishing and furnishing the

249 “Tong 8¢ ddikodvtag Dudc kol mepropilev olopévoug odk dpddc oD Edayyeiiov Tov ftov &vdikwmg
aiTidpEVOC EbyOpaL TOVTOV GPEIEVOVS, OV ' E0TOVE Sp@GLY, &Ml TayadV Tpoméshon Kai TpOG E0TONG
vuds épelkvcactot Kol petaiafelv T1od potog.” Denys, Letters, X.1117C.
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Church in a most profound way, with the solid food of the divine names and the liquid
drink of the sacred symbols, even as he is meant to be in exile. Far from being
marginalized from the life of the Church, John remains at its very heart, even as he rested
on Jesus breast at the Last Supper, when the body of Christ was given to the disciples and

the Church was instituted.
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CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSION
Hathaway’s study of the Letters was an unprecedented attempt to interpret the
Letters in sequence and as a whole. His examination takes into account the increasing
hierarchical rank of the recipients of the Letters, the increasing length of the Letters in
connection with Denys’ statement (“the Cause of all is both of much utterance, and at the

”),%3! and he observed certain

same time of briefest utterance and without utterance
suggestive correspondences between Denys’ ten Letters and the nine hypotheses of
Plato’s Parmenides. Hathaway points to a parallelism between the Letters and the
treatises, as does Rorem, who uses the Letters as a precis of the treatises. Scholarly
interpretations which do read the Letters as a whole nevertheless take them to be a sort of
appendix to the CD rather than as developing and completing a progression that is
integral to the corpus as a whole. In this essay we have seen that the Letters take as their
point of departure the moment of mystical union with God, which is the culmination of
the treatises. As Louth has argued, the treatises proceed according to a mounting
liturgical ascent: from the intelligible imitations of angelic imitations of the Thearchy
(CH); involving the sensible orders of the ecclesiastical imitations of the same Godhead
(EH); hymning the God according to the common and the distinctive names of the

Trinitarian Persons (DN); and finally arriving at the mystical union with the One beyond

thought and being by dyvooio (unknowing) contemplation (MT).

It is evident in this culminating union with God by unknowing that the treatises,
as they are received in the ordering of the manuscript tradition, approach union with God

according to the apophatic way of theology. The Letters, conversely, take this union

231 Denys, MT, 1.3.1000C.
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with God by unknowing contemplation as their point of departure. This study has shown
that the logic of the Letters unfolds according to the way of kataphatic theology. Each of
the Letters shows how the transcendent God becomes immanent to human beings by
manifestations increasingly dissimilar to the divine nature. Whereas the treatises ascend
to the contemplation of God beyond knowing, the Letters trace the steps of God’s
philanthropic descent by which every experience of human life is understood to be

assumed in the life of God.

In Letters II-IV we find that it is implied in God’s fundamental difference from
and God’s absolute superiority to every thought and being, that God is “super-source of
every source of Divinity and every source of Goodness.”?>? This expresses the logical
necessity that everything must ultimately have its cause in God, without suggesting that
God is under any constraint or necessity to become the source of anything. Letter II’s
repeated reference to the Thearchy gives shape to the generative character of God, which
is described only abstractly as the divine paternity of the Father, the first Person of the
Trinity. What is oblique in Letter II becomes a matter of fact in Letter III, which treats
the Incarnation of Jesus Christ, the second Person of the Trinity. The Incarnation is the
self-revelation of God which makes possible every subsequent revelation of God that
follows in the Letters. Even so, there is as yet no actual revelation of God until we come
to Denys’ treatment of the union between human and divine activity in Letter IV, which

is at once the human realization of Jesus’ divinity and the activity of the Holy Spirit in

252 Denys, Letters, 11.1065B.
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human beings. The perfect union and distinction of these two activities is evident in that

both activities represent semantically different ways of articulating the same reality.

Denys’ reference in Letter IV to kouviv tva miv Ogavdpiknyv évépystov Uiy
nemoMtevpévog (“exercising for us a certain new God-incarnate energy of God having
become man” or “by the fact of being God-made-man he accomplished something new in
our midst — the activity of the God-man”) is generally interpreted as his treatment of the
Incarnation. Some proceed to the conclusion that Denys subscribes to monenergism and
a monophysite Christology.>>® However, these interpretations err in reading Letter IV as
a description of the union of divine and human natures in Christ, failing to see that the
matter of the Incarnation is treated in Letter III. A better translation of this phase would
be: “conducting a certain new human and divine activity in us,” where the dative is in
reference to “us,” in a spatial sense rather than a sense of interest and without supplying
“in our midst” The human and divine energy is the activity of the Holy Spirit in human
beings who realize Jesus’ divinity in his miraculous works, “through which, he who looks
with a divine vision, will know beyond mind, even the things affirmed respecting the love
towards man, of (the Lord) Jesus, — things which possess a force of superlative
negation.”>* Maximus rightly perceives that the drama in the argument of this letter is
between God and the entirety of the human race. The fact of the Incarnation enables

human beings to join their activities with God’s by imitating Jesus, and this Maximus’

233 Dillon and Wear provide a recent example of this interpretation. In contrast, Perczel reads Denys’

Chalcedonian orthodoxy to be so pervasive in the CD that he interprets the discussion of the Dormition of
the Blessed Virgin Mary to be a cryptic way in which the Areopagite refers to the Council of Chalcedon
itself. Perczel, “Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite and the Pseudo-dormition.”

254 Denys, Letters, IV.1072C.
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exegesis of Letter IV concludes logically: “Since He has taken shape in your speech and

life, O sanctified ones, imitate His long-suffering” >*

The ecclesiastical hierarchy consists of sensible imitations of Jesus’ human and
divine activities which are arranged in order to conduct human beings toward intelligible
imitations of God. Thus the first triad of Letters II-IV is followed by Letters V-VII are
written to a deacon, a priest, and a bishop. These recipients represent the three
consecrated orders of the ecclesiastical hierarchy: the purifying, the illuminating, and the
perfecting. Accordingly, Denys’ argument in each of these letters corresponds with their
hierarchically apportioned activities. He instructs the deacon Dorotheus in his purifying,
initiating activity that it is precisely by discerning God as that which is beyond all sense
and intellect that one really enters into God. He instructs the priest Sopatros in his
illuminating activity to always attend to the truth “which is One and hidden?*¢ in his
every occupation “in many things that are false and apparent.”*’ That is, Denys teaches
Sopatros to acknowledge the way in which everything participates in the Good in so far
as it is, and every idea participates in the True in so far as it can be thought. In the last of
this triad of letters, Denys instructs the bishop Polycarp in his perfecting, unifying
activity, to bring to the contemplation of God his philosophical adversary Apollophanes
and any interlocutor who is willing “to meekly learn the truth, which is above wisdom, of
own religion.”?*® In Letter VII he shows the bishop that every sensible thing in creation

is properly understood when it is perceived to be a manifestation of God, who is beyond

255 Maximus, Ambigua, V.27.

256 «zv 8v kai kpO@lov”. Denys, Letters, VI.1077A.
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understanding. Denys teaches Polycarp to persuade Apollophanes that the supernatural
power of God is evident in his formation of the natural world and by God’s
transformation of the natural world in the Incarnation. While God’s creatures can be
known through philosophy, or the “Wisdom of God,” Denys says that God himself is
properly contemplated above wisdom in the Divine Worship. In this way, Letter VII
brings us to a vision of reality in which everything is perfectly united with God and
perfectly distinct from God: everything is truly comprehended as pointing to God as a
theophany, and God is comprehended in none of these things even as he is manifest in
them. Letters V-VII give the logic whereby the sensible imitations of the ecclesiastical
hierarchy are conducive to intelligible imitations of our initiation, illumination and union

in the divine life.

The scope of Letters V-VII has been defined by the ecclesiastical hierarchy.
Denys describes the ecclesiastical hierarchy as a symbol: “our Hierarchy is, as I said, a
kind of symbol adapted to our condition, which needs things sensible, for our more
Divine elevation from these to things intelligible.”?> Furthermore, the ecclesiastical
hierarchy is a symbol of symbols: “but let us view our Hierarchy, conformably to
ourselves, abounding in the variety of the sensible symbols, by which, in proportion to
our capacity, we are conducted, hierarchically according to our measure, to the uniform
deification — God and Divine virtue”.?®® Denys says that the ecclesiastical hierarchy is a

symbol, and Letters V-VII show how the human community of the ecclesiastical

2 Denys, EH, 1.5.377A.

260 “but let us view our Hierarchy, conformably to ourselves, abounding in the variety of the sensible
symbols, by which, in proportion to our capacity, we are conducted, hierarchically according to our
measure, to the uniform deification — God and Divine virtue.” Denys, EH, 1.2.372D.
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hierarchy is fashioned into a sensible imitation of God — descended as we are entirely into
temporal process®®! — which conducts human beings to intellectual imitations of the

inimitable God.

The scope of the last triad of letters (VIII-X) transitions from that of Letters V-
VII. While Letters V-VII show how human community can be a symbol of divine life,
Letters VIII-X show how sacred symbols supply the content for friendship between God
and human beings. Denys says that the whole of the ecclesiastical hierarchy is but one of
the countless ‘sacred symbols,’ a category which includes all of the scriptural references
to sensible things. (Denys’ catalogue in Letter IX, while abridged, nevertheless
illustrates the wide-ranging breadth of sacred symbols.)*> Each one symbolizes God,
however profane or incongruous the symbol might seem. As Denys explains in Letter
IX, “if any one were able to see their inner hidden beauty, he will find every one of them
mystical and Godlike, and filled with abundant theological light.”*%* Every symbol,
regardless of how dissimilarly it represents God, can aid the human soul in her unifying
contemplation of God’s transcendence (beyond every perception) and of God’s
immanence (as manifest in the perceptible symbol at hand). Denys describes the task of
the human soul, in symbolic theology: “We must then, in opposition to the vulgar
conception concerning them, reverently enter within the sacred symbols, and not
dishonour them, being as they are, products and moulds of the Divine characteristics, and

manifest images of the unutterable and supernatural visions.”*** According to Denys, it

261 “Byery particular soul, when it descends into temporal process, descends entire: there is not a part of it
which remains above and a part which descends.” Proclus, Elements of Theology, 211.

262 Denys, Letters, 1X.1.1104C-1105B.

263 Tbid.

264 Denys, Letters, 1X.2.1108C.
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is possible for the human soul to enter into the sacred symbols as a way of living in the
image of God. This is another way of saying that, because of the Incarnation of God and
the imitation of God which is the life of the church (the church itself being a symbol into
which humans are initiated), that it is possible for human beings to become friends of

God.

Demophilus, the monk and addressee of Letter VIII, provides a negative example
of what it means to enter into the sacred symbols and into friendship with God.
Demophilus’ manifest imperfection in living in the symbol of the ecclesiastical hierarchy
and in entering into friendship with God is by no means an imperfection of his
hierarchical ranking as such, whereas he belongs to the perfected rank of the laity.
Neither is his hierarchical imperfection in any way a deficiency of intellectual capacity or
philosophical erudition, whereas the ecclesiastical hierarchy is accommodated to every
capability.?> Rather, Demophilus’ breach of hierarchical order shows his failure to
‘interpret’ the symbol of the ecclesiastical hierarchy as a symbol of friendship. Denys’
prevailing instruction to Demophilus is that his soul must be purified of the passions by
entering into the hidden, inner beauty of the ecclesiastical hierarchy, the exterior of which
appears to him an unholy and incongruous symbol of God. Demophilus is scandalized by
the reconciliation of a sinful man and the admittance of the same to the sacrament of
Communion, but this is because of the impurity of his own impassioned soul in which

reason is obscured.

265« our Hierarchy is, as I said, a kind of symbol adapted to our condition...” Denys, EH, 1.5.377A.
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It is in Letter IX that Denys introduces the method of symbolic theology by which
the sensible — even monstrous — appearances of sacred symbols are understood to be
adapted for the purification, illumination and perfection of human souls. The
impassioned part of the soul is purified as it is rebuffed by the monstrous appearance of
the sacred symbols, while the passionless part of the soul is drawn in to the symbolic
contemplation of God beyond every sensible and intelligible perception. Each part of the

soul, then, contemplates God according to its capacity.

The Apostle John, recipient of Denys’ tenth letter, practices symbolic theology in
every experience and activity of his daily life. Letter I began at the summit of mystical
theology, the point at which Denys’ apophatic way of theology finally arrives after an
erotic, philosophical approach to the God beyond knowing. This is the moment
concerning which Louth says “the soul in ecstasy meets God’s ecstatic love for
herself.”° Over the course of the Letters we are introduced to the symbolic theology,
tracing the kataphatic way of theology according to which the soul’s every experience is
interpreted as a symbol of divine friendship toward her, and her every reciprocating
activity of friendship with God is an imitation of and a participation in divine

philanthropy.

266 Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition, 170.
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