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Symbol, Sacrament, and Hierarchy 
in Saint Dionysios the Areopagite 

Eric Justin David Perl 

A LONG-STANDING CONTROVERSY CONCERNING THE WORK OF SAINT 
Dionysios the Areopagite has recently been taken up in the pages 
of Saint Vladimir's Theological Quarterly.1 For many years, some 
Orthodox theologians have enthusiastically adopted and used the 
thought of Dionysios, while others have denounced it as contrary to 
the Faith. The difference is not merely an "academic" disagreement 
in historical theology, for the teachings for which Dionysios is con
demned or approved belong to the very heart of the Orthodox vision 
of the world. Yet there has been little explicit debate on the ques
tion among Orthodox theologians, and in America, at least, the re
jection of this Father seems to be becoming the prevailing "or
thodoxy." The present article will take up and amplify Father Golit-
zin's defense of Dionysios, as part of an effort to restore him to his 
proper place among the Fathers of the Church. 

The mere fact of the assault upon Dionysios reveals a distressing 
attitude toward holy tradition. As Orthodox, we do not have the license 
to scrutinize the works of the Fathers and reject those which 

1 Kenneth Paul Wesche, "Christological Doctrine and Liturgical Interpretation 
in Pseudo-Dionysios," Saint Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 33 (1989), 53-73; 
Hieromonk Alexander (Golitzin), " 'On the Other Hand': A Response to Father Paul 
Wesche's Recent Article on Dionysios . . . , " Saint Vladimir's Theological Quarterly 
34 (1990) 305-23; Wesche, "Appendix: A Reply to Hieromonk Alexander's Reply," 
Ibid. pp. 324-27. Like Father Folitzin ("On the Other Hand," pp. 306-07, n. 7), I 
refrain from using the prefix "pseudo-," not out of adherence to the sub-apostolic 
origin of the Dionysian corpus, but on account of the term's prejudicial connotations. 
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do not fit our notion of what the Faith is. To be sure, no Father is 
absolutely free from error. But it is one thing to point out isolated 
errors in particular points of doctrine, and quite another to assert 
that any Father's "chief inspiration," his fundamental intuition and 
view of reality, is contrary to the Faith.2 Dionysios is considered 
subject to such treatment merely because of his pseudonymity. But 
regardless of who wrote them,3 the Dionysian works have been 
received and exalted by the entire Church for almost fifteen centuries, 
and therefore belong to the tradition. It is content, not authorship, 
that tradition affirms, and to suggest that the content of the Diony
sian corpus is fundamentally alien to the Orthodox faith is to sug
gest that the Holy Spirit has been sleeping through these ages.4 Our 
task, therefore, is to approach these works not as neutral critics seeking 
to evaluate them, but as Orthodox faithful seeking to understand them, 
and through them to understand Tradition itself. 

Father Golitzin's reply is well-aimed and touches on most of the 
issues which form the center of our own examination. The purpose 
of the present study is not to repeat what he has said, but to confirm 
his remarks by placing them in the context of Dionysios' ontology 
as a whole and supporting this interpretation with more extensive 
texual citations. This is plainly needed in view of Father Wesche's 
"Reply" to Father Golitzin, in which he suggests that "Father Alex
ander is imposing on Dionysios an interpretation that is not wholly 
consistent with what is actually there"5 and says that the heart of 

2 Despite Father Wesche's protestation that he does "not wish to consign 
Dionysios to the dung-heap" ("Appendix," p. 325), this is in effect what he does 
when he says that "Dionysios' vision . . . renders superfluous the Incarnation of 
Christ" ("Christological Doctrine," pp. 63-64). Surely any writer of whom such an 
extreme statement can be made is fit only for the dung-heap as far as the Orthodox 
Church is concerned. 

There is in fact no solid evidence for the common assertion, repeated by Father 
Wesche ("Christological Doctrine," p. 54), that their author was a monophysite. 

4Cf. Golitzin, "On the Other Hand," p. 310, and esp. Vladimir Lossky, "Tradi
tion and Traditions," in In the Image and Likeness ofGod, ed. John H. Erickson 
and Thomas E. Bird (Crestwood, 1974), p. 158: "Without belonging to the 'apostolic 
tradition' properly so-called, the Dionysian corpus belongs to the * patristic tradi
tion,' which continues that of the apostles and of their disciples." Lossky continues, 
n. 31: "It would be as false to deny the traditional character of the work of 'Dionysios,' 
by basing oneself on the fact of non-apostolic origin, as to wish to attribute it to 
the convert of Saint Paul, on the pretext that these writings were received by the 
Church under the title of Saint Dionysios the Areopagite. Both these attitudes would 
equally reveal a lack of true consciousness of the tradition." 

5 "Appendix," p. 324. The same can hardly be said of the present writer, who 



E. J. D. Perl: Saint Dionysios the Areopagite 313 

his case remains unanswered: 

What draws my attention chiefly in the Dionysian corpus . . . 
is first the immovable character of the hierarchies, and second 
a gnostic kind of dualism... between ontology and soteriology 

[I]n the thought of Dionysios, salvation is not conceived 
as a "new creation" in which we are ransomed body and soul 
from the nothingness of death into which we have fallen 
through sin. . . . What fallenness there is in Dionysios' view 
seem to be primarily a fall into materiality, which is remedied 
. . . by focusing the mind on material tokens for its ascent 
beyond and out of "body" to an ineffable, immaterial mystical 
union with the supra-comprehensible God; in other words, a 
gnosis conceived strictly in terms of a noetic union 6 

We will focus, therefore, on these issues: the distinction which Father 
Wesche seen in Dionysios between "being" and "knowing," which 
would render his doctrine of fall and salvation "gnostic" rather than 
ontological; the role of the Incarnation and the sacraments in salva
tion; the place of the body and the senses in deification; and the sup
posed "immovable" character of the hierarchies, which would pre
vent him from understanding salvation as the direct ontological com
munion of the whole man, body and soul, with Cod. 

The Ontology of Symbolism 
Dionysios regards creation as theophany, the manifestation of 

God.7 God's self-revelation is not merely an event whereby already 
existing creatures are enabled to know him. Rather it is the ontological 
event whereby creatures come to be and are united with him. "The 

came to these works as a non-believer and learned the Orthodox sacramental vision 
of reality from Dionysios (among others). This would hardly have been possible if 
it were not there. I have frequently cited the work of Balthasar and Semmelroth 
to provide further testimony that this reading is true to Dionysios, since it is hard 
to see how so many interpreters could find in him the same teachings if they are 
not there to be found. 

6 "Appendix," p. 326. 
See the excellent account by Otto Semmelroth, "Gottes ausstrahlendes Lichte: 

Zur Schöpfungs- und Offenbarungslehre des Ps.-Dionysios Areopagita," Scholastik 
28 (1953), esp. pp. 481, 496-99. 
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cause of all things, by a beautiful and good love of all, through an 
excess of loving goodness, comes to be outside himself by the pro
vidences into all beings.... and from being above all and transcend
ing all is brought down to being in all. . ."8 This erotic ecstasy of 
God is his creative gift of himself to the world.9 But on account of 
this ecstasy he is named "love and charity... because he is the reveh-
tion of himself (εκφανσιν . . . εαυτού) through himself, and the good 
procession of transcendent union, and loving motion . . . proceeding 
in the Good, and from the Good overflowing into beings. . . ."1 0 In 
this creative ecstasy God, who in himself, apart from creation, in 
Nothing, the Non-being beyond being, nameless and unknowable, 
reveals himself as the Being of all things and so becomes knowable 
from all things and subject to all names. "To him who is the cause 
of all things and above all things, both namelessness and all the names 
of beings are fitting. . . . As the Scripture says, he is 'all things in 
all things,' and is truly hymned as the ground of all things . . . and 
from all beings he is properly hymned and named."11 His self-
revelation is his creative presence to the world, causing it to be by 
making himself present to it, allowing it to know and to participate 
in himself who is imparticipable.12 "For all the divine things, as 
many as are revealed to us, are known by the participations 
alone."13 But revealing himself by being the cause of all, God also 

BDN 4Λ3, 712AB. Like Father Golitzin, I have chosen to provide my own transla
tions rather than to use the paraphrase by Colm Luibheid, Pseudo-Dionysius: The 
Complete Works (New York and Mahwah, 1987), which is often so far from the original 
as not to deserve the name translation. The works of Dionysius are abbreviated as 
follows: DN= On the Divine Names; CH= On the Celestial Hierarchy, EH= On the 
Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, Ep. = Epistle. All references are to Migne, PG.3. 

9 Cf. Hans Urs von Balthasar, "Denys," in The Glory of the Lord: A Theological 
Aesthetics, vol. 2: Studies in Theological Style: Clerical Styles, tr. A. Louth et al. 
(San Francisco and New York, 1984), p. 186: "The act by which God allows creation 
to share in his being, through which the world comes into being . . . is God 
himself...." 

i0DN 4.14, 712C. 
llDN 1.7, 596C-97A. 
12See esp. DN 2.5, 644AB: "From the participations and the participants are 

hymned the things which are imparticipably participated." God is participated by 
creatures as a seal by its impressions, but "the imparticipability of the Godhead, 
cause of all, goes beyond these." Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 188: "That in which 
[creatures] participate is itself precisely that in which they cannot participate, for 
were it not that, they would not be participating in God." 

nDN 2.7, 645A. 
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remains unknowable as beyond all. Because creation is God's self-
revelation, the unknowable Cod is known only in the structure of the 
created world: "It is necessary to ask, how we know God, who is neither 
intelligible, nor sensible, nor is anything among beings. Perhaps then 
it is true to say that we know God, not from his nature (for this is 
unknowable, and exceeds all reason and mind), but from the order 
of all beings, as projected from him. . . ."14 

This principle of creation as theophany is bound up with the very 
notion of what it means to create. To create something is to caus 
it to be. But that which causes a thing to be is its form or determina
tion, that in virtue of which it is what it is. For a thing to be is for 
it to have its proper nature or self-identity. For instance, for a dog 
to be is for it to be a dog; if it were not a dog, or if it should cease 
to be a dog, it would not be itself and so would not be at all. This 
seemingly trivial notion is in fact of the most profound significance. 
It means that the "selfhess" of the creature is its very being, that 
its identity is the heart of its existence. But if this constitutive 
"whatness" of things is what causes them to be, then it is God, their 
Creator. God creates, then, by imparting himself to creatures as their 
inmost identity or essence, in virtue of which they exist This it the 
meaning of Dionysios9 repeated insistence that God is the life of liv
ing things, the wisdom of wise things, and so on. He means this in 
the most literal possible sense: a living thing is alive, and thus is what 
it is and so exists, because of the presence in it of Life. It is by being 
their Life, then, that God causes living things to be, or creates them. 
"The fulfilling cause of all things is the Godhead of Jesus . . . as 
. . . form making form in the formless, as source of form . . . deter
mining the whole principles and orders. . . . And he is the measure 
of all things. . . ."15 Form, determination, measure: this is God the 
Creator. This is true not only at the level of universale such as life 
or beauty, but even at the level of particulars. The 

l*DN 7.3, 869CD; cf. Ep. 9, 1108B. Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 154: "If Greek 
thought from Plato to Plotinus has. an essentially aesthetic, religious structure—for 
the cosmos is experienced as the representation and manifestation of the hidden 
transcendent beauty of God—then it is no sacrilege, but rather a fulfilment, if Chris
tian theology . . . first in Alexandria and Cappadocia . . . and with the Greeks from 
the time of the Nazianzene, and in the great forms of the Greek liturgies—if in 
all these manifestations, Christian theology takes over this aesthetic and metaphysical 
schema. But in all this, nothing approaches in power and will to achieve expression 
the theological composition of the Areopagite." 

15 2W 2.10, 648C. 
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determining identity of each thing, in virtue of which it is itself and 
so is, is God-for-it: "But we say that the being-making (ούσιοποιλυς) 
logoi of all beings, which pre-exist uniformly in God, are paradigms, 
which theology calls predeterminations, and divine and good wills, 
determinative and creative (αφοριστικά και ποιητικά) of beings, accord
ing to which the Superessential both pre-determined and produced 
all beings."16 

This is why Dionysios regards creatures as "symbols" of intelligi
ble reality. The "intelligibles" in question, as Father Golitzin points 
out, are neither angels nor separately subsisting ideas, nor any created 
beings at all, but the uncreated divine activities, that is, God himself 
as imparted and revealed, which inform and so cause all creatures.17 

They are intelligible (νοητός) in that they are the determinative iden
tities, structures, forms of creatures which can be apprehended by 
the mind (νους). Hence it is as the causal determination, the form 
of all things, that God is intelligible, that is, revealed, knowable. He 
can be seen and known in each thing as its particular logos, in living 
things as life, in wise things as wisdom, and most generally in all 
beings as being, the most universal determination of all. Just as liv
ing things are living in virtue of the presence in them of Life, so all 
beings are by the presence in them of being. Thus being is God, the 
cause of beings. God creates, or causes beings, by imparting himself 
to them as their being: "God . . . neither was, nor will be, nor came 
to be nor comes to be, nor will come to be; indeed, he is not; but 
he is being to beings. . . ."1 8 In creating, the nameless Nothing 
reveals himself, makes himself intelligible, as the being of beings. 
This is the basis for Dionysios' simultaneous affirmation of God's 
transcendence and immanence: "The being of all things is the Divinity 
beyond being (το γαρ είναι πάντων έστιν ή ύπερ το εναι θεότης)."19 

Creation as the self-revelation is also the self-impartation of God. 

16DN 5.8, 824C. 
17Cf. Golitzin, "On the Other Hand," p. 320. Luibheid's term "conceptual" is 

an exceptionally misleading translation of νοητός, for it implies that these "in
telligibles" are mental abstractions subsisting only in a thinking subject. The term 
in Greek philosophy refers to an objective, extra-mental reality of a kind which is 
accessible or knowable to the intellect (νους) by its activity of intellection (νόησις), 
rather than to the senses by sense-perception. 

l8DN 5.4, 817D. 
l9CH4.1, 177D. 



E. J. D. Perl: Saint Dionysios the Areopagite 317 

In creating God gives himself to creatures as their Being, so that they 
may be. 

[The thearchy] is given to all beings, and, overflowing with 
the participations of all goods, is distinguished unitedly, and 
is multiplied uniquely, and becomes multiform without going 
out of the One; as, since God . . . gives being to beings and 
produces the whole substances, that One is said to become 
multiform by the production of many beings from him, while 
That remains no less, and one in the multiplication . . . by 
the undiminished flow of his unlessened impartations.20 

Thus creatures come to be by receiving or participating in the in
communicable, imparticipable God. Hence the divine impartations, 
participations, or intelligible powers such as being, life, and wisdom 
do not constitute an intermediate level of being, neither God nor the 
created world. Rather they undergo in Dionysios a twofold reduc
tion, to the imparticipable, unknowable God on one side and to the 
very forms or determinations of creatures on the other. "If we name 
the superessential hiddenness God, or life, or being, or light, or word, 
we understand nothing other than the powers brought forth from It 
to us, deific, of being-making, or life-generating, or wisdom-
giving."21 Thus Dionysios carefully explains that God is both being 
itself (the being of beings), life itself, and so on, and is also beyond 
these "names:" "We do not say that being itself . . . is a certain 
divine or angelic substance . . . nor that there are substances and 
hypostases which are originative and creative of beings . . . but we 
say that being itself, and life itself, and divinity itself are, originatively 
(αρχικώς), divinely, and causally, the one super-source of all and the 
superessential source and cause; but as participated (μεθεκτώς) they 
are the providential powers given out from the imparticipable God, 
substantification itself, vivification itself, deification itself, in which 
all beings participate. . . ,"22 It is one and the same God who is both 
the incommunicable, superessential nothing, and, in his creative 

™DN 2.11, 649BC. 
21DN 2.7,645A; cf. abo DN 5.2,816Df. As Father Golitzin remarks ("On the Other 

Hand," p. 320), on this point Dionysius expressly departs from Proems' theory of 
separate "mean terms" between the imparticipable cause and the participating effect. 

^DN 7.6, 953C-56A. 
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relation to the world, the formal being of all things.23 

This identification of the intelligible, participated forms of 
creatures with the imparticipable, incomprehensible God is the basis 
for Dionysios' understanding of the relation between God and the 
world as the antinomic union of identity and difference. In himself 
neither a being nor even being itself, in creating God becomes "all 
things in all things." God is 

above every name, the nameless, who "excels every name that 
is named, whether in this age or in the age to come;" but many-
named . . . life, light, god, truth, when the godly-wise hymn 
the cause of all with many names from all the things caused, 
as good, beautiful . . . as being . . . as wisdom, as mind, as 
word.. . . And they say that he is in minds, and in souls, and 
in bodies, and in heaven and on earth, and at once the same 
in the same, in the world, about the world, above the world, 
above the heaven, above being, sun, star, fire, water, wind, 
dew, cloud, stone itself, and rock, all beings and none of 
beings.™1 

Since God creates by imparting himself, he truly is "all things," but 
only as imparted ad extra. Creation understood as theophany is God's 
making himself other in order that the other, the world, may be. Hence 
Dionysius sums up his entire doctrine of both epistemology and on
tology thus: 

God is known in all things and apart from all things; and he 
is known by knowledge, and by unknowing, and of him there 
is intellection, and reason, and science, and touching, and sense-
perception, and opinion, and imagination, and name, and all 
other things; and he is neither thought, nor spoken, nor named; 
and he is not any of the things that are, nor is he known in 
any of the things that are; and he is all things in all things 

^Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 163: "The imparting of God is not a realm on its 
own between God and the world, but that movement of God in creation and grace, 
which on the one hand with regard to what is imparted coincides with God himself, 
and on the other (as to its goal) with the world. The symbolic divine names (and 
indeed the intelligible names) are identical, as far as content goes, with the material 
and spiritual structure of the cosmos." 

2*DN 1.6, 596A-C. 



E. J. D. Perh Saint Dionysios the Areopagite 319 

and nothing in any, and he is known to all from all, and to 
none from any.25 

"All things in all things and nothing in any": the entire content of 
Dionysios9 thought is contained in this dictum. On the basis of this 
doctrine, Dionysios overcomes the division between material and 
spiritual which Father Wesche sees as so central in his thought. 
Dionysius clearly affirms on the one hand that Cod is stone no less 
than he is wisdom, in bodies no less than in minds, and on the other 
that it is false to call him being, life, or wisdom as it is to call him 
a rock or a cloud.26 "All things in all things and nothing in any." 
And so Dionysios here says that God is known by sense-perception 
no less than by intellection, and that he is unknowable to intellec
tion no less than he is unknowable to sense-perception. "The mystical 
tradition of the revelatory Scriptures sometimes hymn [God] . . . as 
word and mind and being Such holy figments are more reverend 
and seem somehow to above material shapes, but these too fall short 
of the truth of the thearchic likeness, for that is above being and 
life. There is no light that characterizes It, but every word and mind 
is incommensurably inadequate to Its likeness."27 A dichotomy bet
ween sense and mind is the farthest thing from Dionysios' intent, 
for it would mean that God is inaccessible to sense but accessible 
to mind, whereas Dionysios invariably insists that God is both inac
cessible and accessible to both sense and mind. God's being all things 
in all things is the same as his being known or revealed in all, and 
his being nothing in any is the same as his being absolutely 
unknowable. And it is this doctrine of "all in all and nothing in any," 
as we shall now see, that grounds Dionysios' understanding of 
symbolism.28 

^DN 7.3, 872A. 
26Cf. Lossky, The Mystical Theological of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, 1976), 

p. 40: "What seemed evident at the beginning of the ascent—'God is not stone, 
He is not fire'—is less and less so as we attain to the heights of contemplation, im
pelled by that same apophatic spirit which now causes us to say: 'God is not being, 
He is not the good.' At each step of this ascent... it is necessary to guard against 
making of [images or ideas] a concept. . . . Then one can contemplate the divine 
beauty itself: God, in so far as he manifests himself in creation." 

™CH 2.3, 140CD. 
^Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," pp. 170-71: "God does not simply—as creative causa 

efficiens—set a 'second thing' alongside himself, but. . . the mystery of creation 
because of its intimacy cannot dispense with the category of participation;... God 
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From the doctrine that creation is theophany, it follows that the 
entire cosmos is a symbol of God in the realist sense of "symbol."29 

According to Father Wesche, "symbol" for Dionysios "does not refer 
to God's Holy Spirit filling all things with himself, making them 'new' 
as a result of the incarnation so that now one touches the divine in 
the earthly, and the earthly itself fully participates in the Divine reality. 
This is already a 'fact' simply in that everything 'is.' ,,3° In actuali
ty, however, "symbol" refers precisely to this "fact." Because the 
world is symbolic simply in that it is, it follows that all is symbol. 
In Dionysios, to be is to be a symbol. Father Wesche rightly says 
that for him "[a]U things visible have a symbolic character insofar 
as they point the mind beyond to the vision of the immaterial God," 
and he supports this with an apt citation: "The sacred symbols are 
the perceptible tokens of the conceptual things. They show the way 
to them and lead to them, and the conceptual things are the source 
and understanding underlying the perceptible manifestations of hier
archy."31 The cosmos as a whole and each being in it is only by 
being and insofar as it is a symbol of God in an ontological way. That 
is to say, it is only by revealing and making present the absolutely 
Other τ by bearing the other within itself. The intelligible realities of 
which creatures are symbols are God's self-impartations, and thus 
the creatures make known the unknowable. Every living thing sym
bolizes Life itself. Every being symbolizes being itself, is indeed the 
very presence of being. And it is only in beings that we can recognize 
being and so know God. Only in beings does God, the Nothing, im
part and reveal himself as being. Father Wesche objects to this 

. . . imparts being through his being and is present to every being, so that now no 
being or form can be—or may be—excluded from those which can help us to find 
him." 

^Cf. Semmelroth, "Die Θεολογία συμβολική des Ps.-Dionysius Areopagita," 
Scholastik 27 (1952), pp. 8-9: "Als Neuplatoniker vertritt der Ps.-Areopagit schon 
philosophisch einen starken Symbolrealismus. . . . Deutlich nämlich zeigt sich in 
seinen Werken, dass zwischen Zeichen und Bezeichnetem im Symbol nicht nur eine 
Erkenntnisbeziehung, sondern auch eine Gegenwartsbeziehung obwaltet. . . . Im 
Denken des Ps.-Areopagiten ist das Symbol realistischer mit dem Symbolisierten 
verbunden." 

30"Christological Doctrine," p. 62. 
31Ibid. p. 60. More accurately translated, the passage reads, "The sensibly sacred 

things are images of the intelligibles, and are a leading and a way to them; but the 
intelligible things are the source and understanding of the hierarchies according 
to sense-perception." EH 2.3.2, 397C. 
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doctrine on the ground that if sensible things are symbols, "point
ing beyond themselves',32 to God, then "the reality of the flesh, i.e. 
the visible, is minimalized. . . Ζ'33 In Dionysios, however, just the 
reverse is true. Because to be is to be a symbol, the very essence of 
creation is to point beyond itself, to manifest the other. The sensible 
creature has its own full being and value precisely by pointing beyond 
itself. To say that creation, including material creation, is nothing 
but the symbol of God, is not to depreciate it but to glorify it. It is 
clear from the doctrine that God is "all things in all things and nothing 
in any" that Dionysios understands "symbol" in this realist sense 
as the very presence and manifestation of the transcendent and 
unknowable God. The creature is and is itself, and it in communion 
with God, just insofar as it is transparent to him,34 as it points 
beyond itself to the absolutely other. This is the very meaning of crea
tion as theophany. 

For this reason Dionysios, with his symbolic ontology, is among 
the prime exponents of the Orthodox sacramental vision of reality 
which Father Schmemann has expressed so well for the modern 
world.35 The cosmos is sacramental because it "is an epiphany of 
God, a means of his revelation, presence, and power. In other words, 
i t . . . is in itself an essential means both of knowledge of God and 
communion with him, and to be so is its true nature and its ultimate 
destiny."36 And this is so because the world is essentially symbolic: 
" . . . [I] t is precisely the very nature of symbol that it reveals and 
communicates the 'other' as precisely the 'other,' the visibility of 
the invisible as invisible, the knowledge of that which cannot be known 
otherwise, for knowledge here depends on participation—the living 
encounter with and entrance into that 'epiphany' of relaity which 
the symbol is."37 This is exactly what we have seen in Dionysios' 

2"Christological Doctrine," p. 61. 
33Ibid. p. 62. 

^Cf. Semmelroth, "θεολογία συμβολική," p. 2. 
5Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 182: "One can only with difficulty resist the temp

tation to quote profusely the theological portrayals by this poet of water, wind and 
clouds, and particularly of the fragrance of God, the delightful interpretations that 
go right to the heart of such things as bodily eating and drinking and the assimila
tion of food, sleeping and waking. . . . " 

Alexander Schmemann, "Worship in a Secular Age," in For the Life of the 
World (Crestwood, 1973), p. 120. 

7Idem, "Sacrament and Symbol," in For the Life of the World, p. 141. 
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vision of creation as the revelation and impartation of the unknowable 
and incommunicable God.38 

Dionysios' doctrine of creation as theophany thus overcomes the 
secularizing dichotomy of "the sacred and the profane," in which 
the world as such is not in communion with God, in favor of the Or
thodox vision of cosmis sacramentality, in which whatever is, insofar 
as it is, manifests God and makes him present, and indeed exists at 
all only because it does and by doing this. The uncreated light, divine 
grace, is not a gift added to an already existing creature, but rather 
causes the creature to be, creates it. Any reluctance to accept the 
intrinsically symbolic nature of the world must lead in the end to 
what Father Schmemann rightly identifies as the very heart of 
secularism: "What... [a secularist] emphatically negates is precisely 
the sacramentality of man and the world. A secularist views the world 
as containing within itself its meaning. . . ."39 Sacramentality means 
precisely that the creature does "point beyond itself and thereby 
has its being, meaning, and value.40 Father Schmemann goes on to 
say that although the secularist may believe in God, "this changes 
nothing in his fundamental rejection of * epiphany': the primordial 
intuition that everything in this world and the world itself not only 
have elsewhere the cause and principle of their existence, but are 

^Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 164: The movement of theophany "is the manifesta
tion of the unmanifest.... Manifestation conceived of in the Greek, not the Indian, 
sense, as becoming visible in reality—not as maya, mere seeming illusion, but always 
as (real) manifestation of the unmanifest.. . ;" and p. 185: "[F]or Denys what is 
Incomprehensible is to be found in what is really comprehensible, for it is in every 
case the incomprehensible God in his totality who makes himself comprehensible 
in his communications." Cf. also Semmelroth, "θεολογία συμβολική," p. 5: "Diese 
Doppelwirklichkeit, dass Gott der Welt unendlich fern ist und doch in ihr aufleuchtet, 
labt die sichtbare Welt zum Symbol Gottes werden;" and p. 10: "Die Tatsache, 
dass im Symbol das Symbolisierte irgendwie gegenwärtig ist, schliebt nach Dionysius 
Keineswegs aus, dass das Erkenntnisbemühen des Menschen aufgerufen wird, die 
Hülle des Symbols zu durchdringen. Und hier zeigt sigh in Wesen und Funktion 
des Symbols wiederum eine Dialektik: Das Symbol is zugleich offenbarend und 
verhüllend." 

39"Worship," p. 124. 
^Cf. Schmemann, For the Life of the World, p. 17: "When we see the world as 

an end in itself, everything becomes itself a value and consequently loses all value, 
because only in God is found the meaning (value) of everything, and the world is 
meaningful only when it is the 'sacrament' of God's presence. Things treated merely 
as things in themselves destroy themselves because only in God have they any life." 
Cf. Semmelroth, "θεολογία συμβολική," p. 2. 
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themselves the manifestation ofthat elsewhere. . . ."41 Here in con
temporary terminology is Dionysios' "all things in all things and 
nothing in any." For Dionysios all creation is sacred insofar as it 
¿s, because it is the presence of God.42 The sacred is sacred, as 
Mircea Eliade says, because it is ontophany43 (splendid neologism!), 
and every being is a manifestation of Being, God presenting himself 
outside himself to the world. 

For the same reason, the dichotomy between mind and sense that 
Father Wesche sees in Dionysios disappears when he is rightly 
understood. As we have seen, the real meaning of the doctrine that 
sensible things are symbols of the intelligible is not that they must 
be left behind in a movement from sense-perception to "pure" in
tellection, but that the sensible things themselves reveal God as the 
intelligible principle of their existence, while apart from creatures 
God is beyond intellection no less than sense-perception. Hence God 
as Deus ahsconditus is inaccessible to both mind and sense, while 
as Deus revelatus, that is, as Creator, he is accessible to both. 'Of 
him there is sense-perception. . . . " This understanding determines 
Dionysios' attitude to sensible beings. Precisely because they are sym
bols they are not to be despised but exalted: "We must, then, con
trary to the popular assumption [i.e. that which does not see sensi
ble things as symbols] cross over into the sacred symbols in a way 
befitting the sacred, and not dishonor them, because they are the 
offspring and impressions of the divine marks, and manifest images 
of the ineffable and supernatural visions."44 Is this opposed to the 
Orthodox view of icon and sacrament? And because the very essence 
of creatures is to be symbols, to know them truly is to know them 
as symbols and thereby to know the unknowable God through them. 
We must "understand that the beautiful things which appear are im
ages of the fairness that does not appear, and the sensible fragrances 

""Worship," p. 124. 
^Cf. Semmelreth, "Gottes ausstrahlendes Licht," p. 493: "Von dem Licht des 

heiligen Gottes durchstrahlt, ist die ganze Welt eine heilige Ordnung, in der es keine 
Scheidung zwischen weltlich und heilig, diesseitig und jenseitig g ibt . . . . Es gibt 
nicht einen materiellen, irdischen Bereich, der in irgendeiner Selbständigkeit neben 
einem heiligen Bereich bestände Hierarchie ist der Inbegriff der Ordnung aller 
heiligen Dinge. Heilige Dinge aber sind alle Kreaturen." 

^The Sacred and Profane, tr. Willard R. Trask (New York, 1959), pp. 97,117,155. 
"Ep. 9.2, 1108C. 
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are impressions of the intelligible distributions."45 To understand 
the material things in this way, as symbols, is not to leave them behind 
but to know them as they really are. Deification, says Dionysios, is 
44the knowledge of beings as beings, the vision and understanding 
of sacred truth, the divine participation in uniform perfec
tion "^ Here we see the union of sense and intellect ("vision 
and understanding") and of the gnostic and the ontological 
("knowledge" and "participation") in a true recognition of beings 
as they really are, that is, as symbols of God. 

Knowledge as Communion 
Central to Father Wesche's critique is the fundamental distinc

tion he sees in Dionysios between "being" and "knowing."47 "In
sofar as all things 'are' they 'touch' God directly for they derive they 
being directly from the good. But 'to be' is not to be saved or deified; 
rather this comes from gnosis."48 As a result, he argues, deification 
is possible not for all creatures but only for men and angels as in
telligent beings, and only for men's minds in separation from their 
bodies. In response, let us turn first to the passage Father Wesche 
cites to ground this interpretation: "All things desire [God]: the in
tellectual and rational beings, gnostically; the things below these sen
sibly; and other things by vital motion or essential and habitual 
fitness."49 What Dionysios describes here is not a dichotomy but, on 
the contrary, a continuimi of modes of communion with God. First, 
the higher types of participation do not exclude the lower. Because 
man is and is alive and is sensitive as well as being intelligent, he 
participates in God in all these ways, not by knowledge alone. But 
further, all these activities, not "being" alone, constitute ontological 
communion with and movement toward God.50 Dionysios' purpose 
is not to separate men and angels from all other beings, but to show 

^CH 1.3, 121CD. 
*EH 1.3, 376A. 
47"Christological Doctrine," p. 56 and passim. 
^Ibid. p. 56. 
*9DN 1.5, 593D. 
50This continuity is even clearer in a closely parallel passage: "All things desire 

[the Good]: the intellectual and rational beings, gnostically; the sensitive, sensibly; 
those without a share in sense-perception, by the implanted motion of vital desire; 
those which are not living but only are, by their fitness for only essential participa
tion." DN 4.4, 700B. 
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that all things participate in Cod in ways proper to them, and that 
intellectual knowledge is the specific mode given, along with all the 
others, to intelligent beings, as living is the specific mode given to 
all living things, and so on. Thus all the proper activities of all 
creatures constitute their proper communion with Cod. The 
"anagogy" which Father Wesche sees as an exclusively intellectual 
movement to Cod given only to men and angels, is in fact the on-
tological movement of all things to Cod. God is "love and charity, 
which at once moves and draws up (άναγωγον) to himself . . . and 
. . . he is the revelation of himself through himself . . . and erotic 
motion . . . overflowing from the Cood to beings, and drawn back 
to the good/'51 This is the theophany that does not merely give 
gnosis to intelligent beings, but causes all things to be and draws 
them to Cod in ontological anagogy. 

For this reason Dionysios insists that knowledge is union with God. 
In knowing God we receive him, we take him into ourselves or par
ticipate in him. "And again, the most divine knowledge of God is 
that which is known through unknowing, by the union above mind, 
when the mind, turning away from all beings, setting aside even itself, 
is united to the super-radiant rays, and then and there illumined by 
the inscrutable depth of wisdom."52 In the ancient manner, 
Dionysios regards knowledge not merely as a series of true proposi
tions about its object, but as the actual union of the knowing subject 
with the known object. "For if knowledge unites the knower and the 
known, but ignorance is always the cause to the ignorant of change 
and separation from itself, nothing will move the one who believes 
the truth .. . from the hearth of the true faith, in which it will have 
the stability of unmoved and changeless identity."53 To know God 
is to be ontologically united with him by anagogy or participation, 
and therefore to be solidly grounded in being; while ignorance of 
God, because it is disunion from him, the failure to participate in 
him, is the ontological dissipation of the creature's very self. 

Father Wesche recognizes that in Dionysios gnosis is union with 
God, but objects that it is a strictly "neotic" union which leaves the 
body behind. Evidently he regards νους as merely "intellect" in the 
modern sense of the term. But this not the meaning that it bears in 

51ZW4.16, 712C; cf. also DN 4.17, 713D. 
52DN 7.3, 872AB. 
53DN 7.4, 872D. 



326 The Greek Orthodox Theological Review: 39/34, 1994 

ancient and patristic literature. We may quote the excellent defini
tion οίνους given by Palmer, Sherrard, and Ware in the glossary ap
pended to their translation of The Philokalia: 

[T]he highest faculty in man, through which... he knows God 
or the inner essences or principles [i.e. the intelligible logoi] 
. . . of created things by means of direct apprehension or 
spiritual perception.. . . [T]he intellect does not function by 
formulating abstract concepts and then arguing on this basis 
to a conclusion reached through deductive reasoning, but it 
understands divine truth by means of immediate experience, 
intuition or 'simple cognition.'... The intellect dwells in the 
'depths of the soul'; it constitutes the innermost aspect of the 
heart. . . . The intellect is the organ of contemplation. . . ,54 

In Dionysios as in the other Fathers, "intellect" functions precisely 
as the center and summation of all our lesser cognitive activities, not 
the escape from them. Therefore, contrary to Father Wesche's inter
pretation, all these activities, including discursive reason and even 
bodily sense-perception, are modes of knowledge and communion with 
God, insofar as they are gathered into and informed by νους. After 
explaining that angels have a purely "noetic," non-discursive 
knowledge of God, Dionysios continues: "Souls, too, [as well as angels] 
have the rational faculty in a discursive manner and proceed in a 
circle around the truth of beings, and in being divided and manifold 
in variety they fall short of the unified minds. But by the concentra
tion of the many into one, they are made worthy of intellections equal 
to the angelic insofar as this is proper and possible for souls." What 
follows is even more striking: "But also sense-perceptions themselves 
. . . are echoes of wisdom."55 The function of νους, then, is not leave 
sense-perceptions behind but to gather and interpret them as revela
tions of God. 

This explains the role of νους in relation to the sensible "sym
bols." "Now [i.e. in this world] . . . we use the proper symbols for 
divine things, and from these agains we are proportionally drawn up 
to the simply and united truth of the intelligible visions, and, beyond 
all intellection of deiform things at our level, our intellectual activities 

^(London and Boston, 1979), 1, p. 361. 
55ZW 7.2, 868BC. 
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ceasing, we throw ourselves as far as is right into the superessential 
ray, in which all the limist of all knowledge are super-ineffably pre-
established, which can be neither thought nor spoken nor con
templated at all in any way, because it is transcendent to all, and 
super-unknowable. . . .' ,56 Beginning with the sensible symbols, we 
rise up, not away from sense to mind, but through sense by mind 
to God who transcends both. Far from saying that we must escape 
from senseible symbols to know an intelleigible God, Dionysios in
sists that we need the symbols to know God because it is only in them 
that the super-intelleigible, unknowable God reveals himself as in
telligible. Thus it is through intellection that we truly know sensible 
things as they are, as symbols of God, grasping their intelligible logoi 
or inner principles, and thereby know God in knowing the 
sense-objects. 

For this reason, Dionysios is one of the few Fathers (Saint John 
the Theologian himself and Saint Gregory Palamas are others who 
spring to mind) to affirm unequivocally that we know God by sense-
perception. This is so important that we must cite the vital passage 
yet again: "God is know in all things and apart sfrom all things; and 
. . . of him there is intellection, and reason, and science, and touching, 
and sense-perception. . . ."5 7 What less depreciation, what greater 
exaltation of the senses could we desire? So far from regarding sense-
perception as a mode of cognition to be surpassed and left behind, 
Dionysios specially insists that we must literally see, smell, touch God 
with our bodily senses. If, like all the Fathers, he regards intellect 
as our highest faculty, this because it is only through the intellect 
recognizing sensible beings as symbols that we can see God with our 
bodily eyes.58 The senses must become intellectual in order that we 

^DN 1.4, 592C-93A. 
Cf. also Balthasar, "Denys," p. 179: "Denys contemplates the divine symbols 

in creation and the Church with an aesthetic delight. Things are not simply the 
occasion for his seeing God; rather, he sees God in things. Colors, shapes, essences 
and properties are for him immediate theophanies. . . . " 

Palamas remarks that the disciples saw the intelligible, uncreated light of the 
Transfiguration with their bodily eyes, but that this was possible only because these 
eyes, being human, were informed by νους. Thus, he says, if there had been irra
tional animals present on Mt. Tabor, they would not have seen the light. "It is the 
intellect that sees through human eyes." Triads (Défense des saints hésychastes), 
ed. J. Meyendorff (Louvain, 1959), 1.3.27, p. 169. Cf. also Balthasar, "Denys," p. 
184: "Only through the mediation of an understanding spirit can the sensible sym
bols speak of God." 
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may recognize God as all in all. Hence we find in Dionysios the tradi
tional doctrine of the "spiritual senses."59 We experience God sen
suously in this way by noetically contemplating the sensible accord
ing to its intelligible whatness, its very being, its divine logos, and 
thus not by abandoning it but by seeing it as it really is, as sacramental 
theophany.60 Just as creatures can be only by trnasfigured in the in
telligible light which is God's self-revelation, so we can truly know 
them only through our intellectually transfigured senses, seeing the 
light of God by which they exist shining through them. In this 
Dionysios is in complete accord with the entire patristic tradition which 
exalts inetellect as the faculty of contemplation by which we know 
even sensible creatures as they really are and thus know God.61 

Since knowledge is communion with God, it is constitutive of the 
very being of creatures. There can be no distinction between "being" 
and "knowing." To know God is to be; to be is to know God. Because 
of the continuum of modes of communion that we have observed, 
this is true even for inanimate objects. Just as intellection is the mode 
of being proper to intelligent beings, so we may say that simple sense-
perception, vital motion, and essential fitness are the attenuated modes 
of knowledge proper to animals, plants and stones respectively. This 
identity of knowledge and being is the immediate outcome of the 
idea of creation as theophany. If for God to create is to make himself 
known, then for the creature to be created, to come to be, is for it 
to know him. Knowledge is the ontological movement of the creature 
toward God. But this upward movement of participation is not 
something added to an already existing creature. Rather, it is by 
moving toward God in desire for him that creatures come to be at 
all. The act of creation is not only God's reaching out to offer himself 

59Ep. 9.4, 1112A. Cf. Walther Völker, Kontemplation und Ekstase bei Pseudo-
Dionysius Areopagita (Weisbaden, 1958), pp. 172-74, and Lossky Vision de Dieu 
(Neuchâtel, 1962), p. 106. 

^Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 169: "The same knowledge of God demands both 
a deeper penetration into the image and also a more sublime transcendence beyond 
it, and the two are not separated one from another but are the more fully integrated, 
the more perfectly they are achieved." 

61A glance at The Philokalia shows that not Dionysios alone but virtually all the 
spiritual masters of the Church teach that the vision or knowledge of God takes 
place through νους, that the union with God is "noetic." If we are to reject this 
aspect of Dionysios' doctrine as unacceptable "intellectualism," we must reject the 
Church's entire spiritual and mystical tradition. 
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to creatures; it is also his summoning creatures into communion with 
himself, drawing them from non-being into being by the magnetic 
attraction of the divine Beauty. "By desiring [the good] they have 
both being and well-being."62 God creates, is the cause of being to 
the world, by being not only its formal cause but also its final cause: 
"The Beautiful is the source of all, as making cause, and moving 
wholes, and holding [them] together by the love of its own beauty; 
and the limit of all, and beloved, as final cause; for on account of 
the Beautiful all things come to be."63 But we have seen that this 
upward motion of desire for Cod is also the creatures' knowledge 
of him. Creatures come to be by striving to see, that is, to know God, 
who is Beauty itself. 

The creative downward movement and revelation of God to the 
world, then, is also his creative upward drawing of the world into 
knowledge of, that is communion with, himself. "Every procession 
of the light-revelation... coming to us in a good way, fills us again 
in an upward-drawing way, as a one-making power, and returns [us] 
toward the unity of the Father who gathers.. . ,"64 This motion, at 
once reaching down and drawing up, is not merely the "gnostic" 
illumination of an already existing creature. Rather it is the act of 
creation itself. The "rays" of himself, the uncreated light which God 
sends down to the world and which draw the world up to God, are 
rays of being?* Light is a superb metaphor for being because of the 
fundamental principle that for the creature to be is to have constitutive 
determination, the whatness or identity by which it can be recognized 
or "seen" by intellect. "The good is hymned under the name of light. 
. . . For thus the goodness of the Godhead which is beyond all ex
tends from the highest and noblest essences to the last. . . and it 
illumines those that are able, and creates (δημιουργεί), and vivifies, 
and holds together, and perfects; and it is the measure of beings . . . 
and number, and order, and containment, and cause, and end."66 It 

e 2W4.1, 696A. 
^DN 4.7, 704A. 
MCH 1.1, 120B-121A. 
^Cf. Semmelroth, "θεολογία συμβολική," pp. 2-3: "Gott als das άγαθον gibt den 

Dingen ihr Dasein aus sich heraus in der φωτοδοσία...," and p. 4: "[D]er Areopagit 
mit Vorliebe die Schöpfung Gottes als Ausstrahlung des göttlichen Lichtes . . . 
schildert Von hier aus wird die ganze Schöpfungstheologie des Ps.-Areopagiten 
Lichttheologie." 

**DN 4.4, 697BC. 
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is by being measure, number, order, that is, intelligible form, that 
God creates beings.67 The divine intelligible light which illumines 
them is their being, the determination or form which causes them 
to be. Just as the sensible light of the sun causes things at once to 
live and to be visible, so the intelligible light of Cod causes them 
at once to be and to be knowable.68 Thus all the divine activities ad 
extra are the giving of being, for being is the "form of forms," con
taining in itself all the more specific divine operations.69 All the 
divine acts, of purification, illumination, perfection, and so on, are 
nothing but God's making things fully to be. For no one teaches more 
clearly than Dionysios that creatures do not first exist and then eneter 
into communion with God, but rather they come to be by entering 
into such communion. And since knowledge is communion, it is im
possible for him to conceive a distinction between being and knowing. 

Consequently, whenever Dionysios speaks of "knowledge" or "il
lumination," we may substitute "being." Thus Father Wesche is right 
in observing that for Dionysios " 'Gnosis'... is the content of salva
tion and deification,"70 but this "gnosis" is being itself for the 
creature which has it. It is noetic in the inclusive sense of νους, com
prehending sensitive, vital, and essential as well as "intellectual" com
munion. Or again, Father Wesche says that "to act as a symbol is 
to mediate gnosis: to convey deifying knowledge of God to the lower 
orders."71 Yes; but this is to say that to symbolize is to convey being 
to them, which as we shall see is precisely the function of the 
sacraments. In attributing this central ontological role to knowledge, 
Dionysios is in full accord with the innumerable places in both the 
Old and the New Testaments in which communion with God is 
presented as the knowledge of him. "For the earth will be filled with 
the knowledge of the glory of the Lord as the rivers swell the sea."72 

67Cf. Wisdom 11:21. 

^See DN 4.4, 700A-C. The image, of course, goes back to Plato, Republic VI, 
509BC. It was adopted by many of the Church Fathers, who commonly refer to Christ 
as the "intelligible Sun of Righteousness,'9 adding the word "intelligible" to the 
text of Malachi 4:2 with precisely this meaning. 

^See esp. DN 5.5, 820A-C, discussed at greater length below. Cf. Klaus Kremer, 
Die neuplatonische Seinsphilosophie und ihre Wirkung auf Thomas von Aquin 
(Leiden, 1966), p. 315. 

70"Christological Doctrine," p. 60. 
71Ibid. p. 61. 
72Habbakuk 2.14; Isaiah 11.9. 
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This eschatological union of all the world with Cod is the fulfilment 
of creation, the achievement of God's purpose in creating. This 
knowledge is the uncreated light, the glory of the Lord that fills heaven 
and earth and makes them to be. How then shall we object to the 
doctrine that salvation, that is fulness of being, is knowledge of God? 
As our Lord himself says, "This is eternal life: that they should know 
Thee, the only true God, and Jesus Christ whom Thou hast sent."73 

Fall and Redemption 
At this point the obvious question arises: if simply to be is to be 

in communion with God, what place is there for a movement of the 
existing creature into communion with him, that is, for deification 
as distinct from creation, or for a fall in which the creature still ex
ists but has lost its communion with God? This is central to Father 
Wesche's objection to Dionysios. He repeatedly argues that since for 
Dionysios mere being itself is a direct ontological communion with 
God, deification must belong to a different order, which he concludes 
is the "gnostic." And since creatures can fall and yet be, the fall 
too must pertain only to the order of knowledge.74 What this objec
tion does not recognize is that in Dionysios being itself is not a fixed 
quantity granted to creatures once and for all in their creation, but 
rather a dynamic activity, a perfection which may be possessed in 
an infinite continuum of degrees. Thus deification and fallenness are 
not conditions superadded to a creature which rigidly "is." Rather 
they are nothing other than the fulness or the deificiency of being. 
Contrary to Father Wesche's repeated assertion, then, in Dionysios 
to be is to be deified, to participate wholly in God who is being.75 

God's purpose in creating the world is that it may 6e,76 and thus be 
the perfect expression of himself. This identity of being and being 
deified is the immediate outcome of the doctrine that the world does 
not first exist and then enter into communion with God, but comes 
to be only by entering into communion with him, by receiving his 

John 17:3. On this text in relation to Dionysios' doctrine of gnosis see Golitzin, 
"On the Other Hand," p. 318, and esp. Semmelroth, "Gottes ausstrahlendes Licht," 
p. 498. 

74"Christological Doctrine," pp. 56-57, 64, 67; "Appendix," p. 326. 
75Cf. Lossky, Mystical Theology, p. 97: "The notion of creation in Dionysios is 

so close to that of deification that it is hard to distinguish between the first state 
of creatures and their final end, union with God." 

76Cf. Wisdom 1:14: 2κτισεν γαρ είς το elvat τα πάντα. 
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self-impartation. 
Father Wesche says that in Dionysios, "[everything is good and 

real and alive just by virtue of being, and there seems little to sup
port the doctrine of a Fall in which all of creation has been separated 
from Cod by man's sin and has fallen into the chasm of death and 
disintegration."77 Apparently Father Wesche himself would deny the 
principle that to be is to be good.78 But this principle, universally 
affirmed by the Fathers, is the immediate consequence of the doc
trine of creation. "And God looked on all that he had made, and 
behold it was very good."79 To say that a creature can fully be and 
yet be evil is to attribute positive subsistence to evil and thus to claim 
that God has created it. Since all that is is absolutely dependent on 
God, the good, existing only by participation in him, the lack of good 
can be understood only as a deficiency or privation of being. Hence 
we do find the doctrine of the fall in Dionysios, but it is a fall toward 
non-being.*0 "All beings, insofar as they are, are also good, and 
from the good; but insofar as they are deprived of the Good, they 
are neither good nor beings."81 And so 

that which has no share whatever of the good is neither a being 
nor among beings. . . . But rather, all beings are more and 
less to the extent that they paticipate in the good. . . . And 
that which is evil, being altogether fallen from good, will be 

7 7 " Appendix," p. 326. 
78See esp. "Christological Doctrine," p. 56, where he apparently has difficulty 

with Dionysios' utterly traditional doctrine that "[e]vil as such cannot possess being 
at all because being comes wholly from the good. . . . Therefore, evil 'is' not, for 
if it were, it would not be evil. Being, in other words, is wholly good. . . . " 

Genesis 1:31. This doctrine represents perhaps the greatest meeting point of all 
between Orthodoxy and Neoplatonism, which sees all that is (including, be it noted, 
the sensible world) as the effusion of the good and therefore understands evil as 
non-being. If we reject this, as Father Wesche would apparently have us do, we fall 
into a Manichaean dualism which gives evil a positive reality over against God. 

Here again Dionysios is in agreement with the patristic Tradition. Saint Gregory 
of Nyssa, for instance, frequently explains that evil is privation of being and refers 
to sin as έξουδένωσις. See e.g. Catechetical Oration, 7; PG 45. 32CD, and In Inscrip
tions Psalmorum, in Opera, vol. 5, ed. J. McDonough and P. Alexander (Leiden, 
1966), 1.8, pp. 62-63; PG 44. 480AB, among many other texts. On this topic in Gregory, 
see Alden A. Mosshammer, "Non-being and Evil in Gregory of Nyssa," Vigiliae 
Christianae 44.2 (1990), pp. 136-67. Saint Maximus often speaks of the fall as a fall 
"toward" or "into non-being," e.g. Ambigua 7; PG 91, 1084D; Ambigua 41; PG 
91, 1308C; Myst agogía 1; PG 91, 668B. 

8lDN 4.20, 720AB. 
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neither in the things which are more good nor in those which 
are less good For if the good is altogehter removed, nothing 
whatever will be, neither good, nor mixed, nor evil itself. For 
if what is evil is imperfect good, by the complete absence of 
the good both the imperfect and the perfect good will be absent. 
. . . Therefore evil is not a being.82 

Father Wesche's objection assumes that the world in its present 
condition is fully real. For Dionysios, however, beings is variable, and 
since the world is fallen it only imperfectly is. Because to be is to 
be good, the fall is precisely the fall into "death and disintegration," 
the fall away from being into the "nothingness of death'9 that Father 
Wesche rightly demands to see. "The life of many passions and the 
end of the corruptive death received human nature, which in the begin
ning unintelligibly slipped away from the divine goods. . . . [Thus 
man] miserably exchanged immortality for mortality.... But also, 
having willingly fallen from the divine and anagogie life, he was drawn 
to the opposite extreme . . . and piteously fell into non-existence 
(άνυπαρχίας) and risked perdition."83 Such a doctrine, with its em
phasis on passion, mortality, corruption, and above all non-being, is 
fully in accord with the traditional Orthodox ontological understan
ding of the fall. Since to be is to be in communion with God, the 
creature's very being requires its own choice, and therefore by sin 
it can diminish and all but abolish its own existence.84 The vital 
dogma that to be is to be good is the very ground of the ontological 
vision of the fall, if we but recognize that because of our sin we and 
the world around us are not truly ourselves (for our true self, our 
being, is found only in God) and therefore hardly even exist.85 

This understanding of being and the fall in turn determines 

^DN 4.20, 720D-21B. 

**ΕΗ 3.3.11, 440C-41A. 
84Thus after speaking of the affinity between creation and deification in Dionysios 

(see above, IL 75), Lossky, Mystical Theology, p. 97, goes on to say, "In fact, because 
this union [with Cod] . . . presupposes 'co-operation,' the agreement of wills and 
therefore liberty, it is possible to see in the initial state of the created cosmos an 
unstable perfection. . . . " 

^It is hard to see how Dionysius could regard the fall as a "fall into materiality," 
as Father Wesche accuses him of doing ("Appendix," p. 326) if, as Father Wesche 
himself admits ("Christological Doctrine," p. 60), he regards matter as good. In 
any case Dionysios is utterly unequivocal that evil is not materiality but loss of being. 
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Dionysios* view of the nature of salvation. Because to be is to be 
deified, salvation is the restoration to the creature of the fulness of 
being that it has lost through sin. Here again Dionysios is explicit: 
God is named Salvation "because he salvifically rescues whole things 
from the worse" and "preserves all things in themselves, unchangeable 
and undisturbed and without fall toward the worse, and guards all 
things " "The worse/' as we have seen, is the loss of being. And 
this Salvation is also named Redemption "in that it does not let the 
things which truly are fall toward non-being (προς το μη είναι), and 
in that even if something has gone astray into discord and disorder 
and suffered some diminution of the perfection of its proper goods, 
it redeems this from passions and weakness and privation, filling what 
is lacking, and paternally overlooking what is out of place, and raising 
up from evil."86 Since a being is by possessing its proper goods, by 
being formed or ordered, this redemptive "raising up from evil" is 
nothing but the renewal of full being. To use a mundane image, Cod 
as Savior and Redeemer stops the leak in the creature, made to be 
a vessel of being, and refills it with being, that is with himself, out 
of his infinite supply. Salvation is most fundamentally salvation from 
non-being.87 

This deification emphatically and necessarily includes the body 
as well as the soul. As Life God "gives to men, as to mixed beings, 
an angelic life as is possible . . . and . . . has proclaimed that he will 
transpose the whole of us (όλους ήμας), I mean souls and their yoke
fellows, bodies, to complete and immortal life."88 This is no mere 
unwilling lip-service to the doctrine of bodily resurrection, but rather 
an inevitable aspect of Dionysian ontology. Because for Dionysios 
the fundamental difference between the uncreated and the created 
is not between spiritual and material but between God and beings, 
it follows that the body no less than the soul, insofar as it is, par
ticipate in God. Hence he expands on the deification of the body: 
"For the sacred souls . . . in the rebirth will have a transposition 
to the changeless, most deiform state. But the pure bodies yoked with 
and travelling with the sacred souls, enlisted and struggling together 

UDN 8.9, 896D-97B. 
87Cf. Semmelroth, "Erlösung und Erlöser im System des Ps.-Dionysius 

Areopagita," Scholastik 24 (1949) 372: "Die göttliche Soteria besteht darin, dass 
sie jedem Geschöpf die eigene und von den anderen reine (abgegrenzte) Wesenheit 
und Ordhung bewahrt9 . . . Erlösung ist nach ihm Bewahrung." 

**DN 6.2, 856CD. 
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in their divine sweat, in the changeless establishment of the souls 
in the divine life, will receive together their own resurrection. For 
being united to the sacred souls to which they were united in this 
life, becoming members of Christ, they will receive the deiform and 
incorruptible, immoral and blessed rest."89 

In view of this, how can Father Wesche say that in deification 
"the flesh disappears from sight altogether"90 and that "salvation 
consists in knowledge which ultimately leaves physical reality behind 
and out of account"?91 Indeed, Dionysios goes out of his way to 
ridicule precisely such "spiritualizing' ' doctrines: "There are those 
of the unholy who irrationally believe that they [i.e. bodies] go into 
non-existence, and others who hold that the bodily connection of souls 
is broken once and for all, because it would be inappropriate for them 
[i.e. souls[ in deiform life and blessed repose." These are the true 
"gnostics," to whom Father Wesche would rightly object: the ar
chenemies of Dionysios, who glorifies the body as the manifestation 
of God. "But none of the sacred men will ever fall into such errors; 
but they know that the whole of them will receive Christiform 
repose 9f92 How clearly need one speak to avoid being accused 
of denying the deification of the body? As we have seen, salvation 
does indeed consist in knowledge, but this includes the body's 
knowledge of God by sense-perception. Thus Dionysios' doctrine is 
all of a piece: the sense-knowledge of God through the transfigured 
senses is also bodily communion with God in deification.93 "If the 
one who has fallen asleep lived a life pleasing to God in soul and 
body, the body which struggled along with it . . . will be honored 
with the holy soul. Hence the divine righteousness gives repose in 
return to [the soul] with its body, as a co-traveller and co-participant 
in the holy (or opposite) life. Wherefore the ordinances of the sacred 
rites [i.e. funerary rites] give thearchic communions to both." These 
rites " . . . sanctify the whole man (τον "όλου ανθρωπον) and sacredly 
effect his whole salvation."94 

"EH 7.1, 553AB. 
^"Christological Doctrine," p. 62. 
91Ibid. p. 68. 
nEH 7.1.2; 553BC. 
93Cf. Semmelroth, "θεολογία συμβολική/' p. 11: "Das Positive des Symboldings 

labt den Menschen als leibseelische Ganzheit mit dem in ihm verhüllten Göttlichen 
in Kontakt treten: positive Symboltheologie." 

™EH 7.3.9, 565BC. 
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Christ and the Sacraments 

It is in the context of this soteriology that we must understand 

Dionysios' doctrine of Christ and the sacraments. Father Wesche asks, 

"If gnosis is the chief function and goal of the Church, then why 

must Jesus become fully man and die on the cross?"95 He 

acknowledges that for Dionysius "Jesus is the Divine Logos who has 

become fully man,"96 but argues that "the Incarnation . . . is 'mere

ly' a symbol which saves only by providing for the mind the supreme 

perceptible token for its contemplation of God."97 Hence he con

cludes that the Incarnation becomes "superfluous"in Dionysios' doc

trine.98 In other words, the Incarnation, although real, serves only 

to "show" the "immaterial" procession of God and the world's par

ticipation in or return to God, rather than itself constituting this 

communion.99 

Once again the objection depends on the false distinction between 

God's self-impartation and his self-revelation. For Dionysios all crea

tion is incarnation, because it is theophany. If he does not speak ex

plicitly of Christ as often as some would like, this is not because of 

any lack of "Christocentrism" in his thought. On the contrary, it 

is because the Incarnation is not one part or aspect of his ontology, 

but rather constitutes the whole of it, that he does not need to refer 

to it expressly at every turn. Dionysios does indeed, as Father Wesche 

says, present the Incarnation in terms of the pattern of procession 

and return, but for this very reason the entire motion of God to the 

world comes to be seen as incarnation. "As regards the love for man 

with respect to Christ, this, I think, intimates that the Superessen-

tial, out of his hiddenness, for revelation to us (εις την καθ' ήμας 

έμφάνειαν) has come forth, being made a being in a human way."100 

The Incarnation does serve to "show;" but what it shows is not a 

fact about God (that God proceeds to the world) but rather God 

himself. The Incarnation, then, is the fulness of God's self-revelation, 

by which God really becomes knowagle and accessible to us by becom

ing a creature, a being, and thus makes possible the knowledge which 

95"Christological Doctrine," p. 64. 
%Ibid. p. 65. 
97Ibid. p. 65. 

^Ibid. pp. 63-64. 

"Ibid. pp. 68-72. 
mEp. 3, 1069B. 



E. J. D. Perl: Saint Dionysios the Areopagite 337 

is ontological communion with himself. It is in so far as the world 
is the body of Christ that we have sense-knowledge of God. "For the 
one and simple and hidden of Jesus, the most thearchic word, by his 
humanification for us, has come without change into the composite 
and visible by goodness and love for man, and beneficently gained 
our one-making communion with him. . . ."101 As always, revelation 
and communion go together. Thus Dionysios' ontology of cosmic sym
bolism becomes an ontology of cosmic incarnation. As he goes on 
to say in Ep. 3, "He is hidden after the revelation, or, to speak more 
divinely, even in the revelation; for this is the hidden mystery of Jesus, 
inexpressible by any word or mind; but what is said remains inef
fable, and what is thought, unknowable."102 Here Dionysios presents 
the Incarnation as "symbol" in precisely the sense we have seen 
described by Father Schmemann. God incarnate is the revelation of 
the unknowable as unknowable, the presence of the other as other, 
the visible image of the invisible God, and is thus the supreme sym
bol of himself.103 

Consequently, "the" incarnation, the historical particularity of 
Christ, is the fulfilment of all creation. Only in him, as his body, does 
the created the world attain the fulness of its being as the presence 
of God. Hence there is no discontinuity between creation and incar
nation. All creation, that is, all theophany, is incarnation, and "the" 
incarnation is the complete realization of God's creative self-
giving.104 The world does not first exist and then become symbolic, 

101 EH 3.3.12, 444A. 
1021069B. 
1 Saint Máximos likewise teaches that in becoming incarnate God "became a type 

and symbol ofhimself and symbolically revealed himself from himself . . . ," Am
bigua 10; PG 91, 1165D. Cf. Semmelroth, "θεολογία συμβολική," p. 9: "Als 
christlicher Neuplatoniker glaubte der Ps.-Areopagit, dass die sichtbare Welt als 
Symbol unsichtbar göttlicher Wirklichkeiten nach dem Ursymbol Christus gebaut 
sei, d. h. die symbolisierte Realität nicht nur zeichenhaft vor den erinnernden Geist 
stelle, sondern irgendwie real in sich enthalte.... Er sah die Ahnung platonischen 
Philosophierens in der nach und von Christus gesetzten Heilsordnung vollendet 
erfüllt." 

104Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 176: "[T]he Incarnation has to be seen in a measure 
in the context of the other theophanies—as their consummation . . . " Semmelroth, 
"θεολογία συμβολική," p. 5: "Und . . . werden wir zum vollkommensten aller Sym
bole geführt, in dem aller Symbolismus seine letzte christliche, auch bei Dionysus 
betonte Begründung effährt: dem Gottmenschen Jesus Christus." Once again the 
doctrine of Dionysius is comparable to that of Father Schmemann, "Worship," p. 
122: "Christ is . . . the fulness of God' manifestation and presence by means of 
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become the revelation of God, by being taken into Christ; rather its 
intrinsically symbolic or incarnational nature, lost in the fall, is fulfilled 
only in Christ.105 For this reason Dionysios describes deification in 
specifically Christological terms. In his discourse on the resurrection 
of the body, for instance, three times in a single column he presents 
this Christologically, insisting that whole men, body and soul, become 
"members of Christ" and "Christiform."106 Because the incarnation 
is the purpose, indeed the very content, of creation, all the world is 
fulfilled, that is, deified, by being assumed into the unique Christ.107 

Again, Dionysios sees deification not simply as transfiguration but 
as transfiguration in Christ.: "Then, when we become incorruptible 
and immortal, and attain the Christiform and most blessed rest, 'we 
shall be ever with the Lord,' as the Scripture says, being filled in 
all-holy contemplations with his visible theophany shining around us 
in brightest flashings, as [it did] the disciples in the most divine 
Transfiguration."108 

This doctrine makes plain the place of the Cross in our redemp
tion. As the liturgy of Saint Basil says, "He descended by the Cross 
into hell that he might fill all things with himself:" that is, with Being, 
to make all things truly to be9 to fill all with the uncreated light which 
is himself, to deliver us from the hell of non-being into which we are 
fallen. "Jesus went down even to death through the Cross by the divine 
and extreme descent, beneficently pulling up and renewing those who 
are 'baptized . . . into his death' from the ancient corruptive 
swallowing-up death to divine and everlasting existence."109 Again, 
after describing the fall into non-being, Dionysios explains that the 
Incarnation saves us because by it the Thearchy "gave . . . us com
munion with it For it filled what is dark in our mind with blessed 

the world. He is the true and full Sacrament because he is the fulfillment of the 
world's essential 'sacramental i ty.' " 

105Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 177: "And the union of the world and God, which 
is already philosophically the only possible justification of its multiplicity and its 
existence, is brought to completion precisely in the Incarnation. . . . " 

l06EH 7.1.1-2, 553B,C,D. 
107Cf. Semmelroth, "Erlösung und Erlöser," p. 375: "Im Gottmenschen ist nach 

Ps.-Dionysius die ganze Schöpfung tatsächlich irgendwie zusammenqefasst." 
mDN 1.4, 592BC. 
mEH 4.3.10, 484B. This passage, which Father Wesche admits does not fully fit 

into his interpretation of Dionysios' soteriology ("Christological Doctrine," p. 68), 
again affirms the idea of salvation from non-being. 
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and most divine light and ordered the formless with deiform 
beauties."110 The Incarnation saves the world by filling it with form, 
with the light which is God, and so restoring it to fulness of being. 
Hence the Incarnation alone is the ground of the communion with 
God by virtue of which we can be. If Dionysios devotes little overt 
attention to the Cross, this is because he sees the passion and resur
rection of Christ as part of a single process, the descent of God into 
non-being in order to create and save the world, to make it to be 
by his presence. Christ's death and descent into hell do not stand 
apart by themselves but constitute the completion of his Incarnation, 
of his creative self-impartation.111 

Because Christ is God revealed, that is, God become creature, 
it is knowing the creature Christ that we know God. Thus the Incar
nation is the fulfilment of the symbolic ontology whereby it is in know
ing the world as his self-revelation that we know God. This is why 
the Orthodox faith is supremely the religion of the knowledge of God. 
God became man precisely in order to give us "gnosis:" the knowledge 
of himself that saves the world, that makes it to 6e.112 The entire 
proclamation of the Gospel is summed up as the revelation of the 
unknowable God: "What therefore you worship as unknown, this I 
proclaim to you." It is no accident that our author chose to write 
under the name of the man converted by this sermon, the burden 
of which is just this revelation, the fact that the absolutely transcen
dent, inaccessible God, who "does not live in shrines made by man," 
is also he "in whom we live, and move, and are."113 This and in
numerable other New Testament passages present the whole of the 
Gospel as nothing but the knowledge of God: the knowledge that saves, 
that gives being, that fills the earth as the rivers swell the sea. Is 
not the Orthodox faith the religion of light par excellence? Are not 
light and life for us one and the same? "In him was life and the life 

mEH 3.3.11; 441B. 
mCf. Balthasar, "Denys," pp. 208-9: "So for [Dionysios] the mystery of the God-

man, his humiliation, his suffering, death and descent is perfectly present, but it 
is contemplated in the context of God's descent into the world as a whole. . . . " 

112Cf. Schmemann, "Sacrament and Symbol," pp. 147-48: "The Christian, 
however, by definition ought to know. Does he not confess Christ to be both the 
light and the life of the world, the fulfillment of all knowledge and the redeemer 
of all existence? . . . [I]s he not indeed the Symbol of all symbols? Was it not said 
by Christ himself that the one who sees him sees the Father,... the one who believes 
in him has . . . eternal life?" 

113Acts 17:23-34. 



340 The Greek Orthodox Theological Review: 39/3-4, 1994 

was the light of men."114 Conversely, throughout the tradition the 
ignorance of God is seen as darkness, death, non-being, hell. In veiw 
of this Father Wesche's objection to Dionysios' understanding of salva
tion in Christ as knowledge is indeed hard to comprehend.115 All 
man's religion is concerned with revelation, with the divine entering 
into the world. The Orthodox faith then is the fulfilment of all religion, 
because it proclaims the total revelation of God to man and the world. 
"We beheld his glory." "No one has ever seen God; the only-begotten 
Son . . . has made him known."116 "That which was from the begin
ning, which we have heard, which we have seen withour eyes, which 
we have looked upon and touched with our hands. . . . The life was 
made manifest, and we saw it. . . ."117 "He who has see me has see 
the Father."118 

The sacraments, then, constitute the inclusion of all the world 
in the unique Incarnation. Father Wesche objects to Dionysios' doc
trine of liturgy and sacrament on the ground that for Dionysios, he 
says, they "do not in themselves impart the life of God."119 Rather, 
like the Incarnation in his interpretation, they only "show" us, by 
way of non-realist symbolism, what really happens in a purely 
"spiritual" realm. For instance, "[T]he Eucharist . . . perceptibly 
shows to us the communion that is ours in Christ . . . but it does 
not itself impart this communion; it points beyond itself to the spiritual 
reality where this communion is realized."120 Once again, this objec
tion depends on the distinction between "showing" and "being" 
which Father Wesche sees in Dionysios. But there is no distinction. 
The sacraments do "show" the spiritual communion which they "sym
bolize," but the very essence of sacramental symbolism is that the 
material symbol or liturgical motion is that which it symbolizes.121 

114John 1.4. 
115Cf. Golitzin, "On the Other Hand," p. 318. 
116John 1.14, 18. 
1171 John 1.1-2. 
118John 14.9. On the deep affinity between Dionysius and Johannine theology, cf. 

Balthasar, "Denys," p. 151. 
119"Christological Doctrine," p. 61. 
120Ibid. p. 62. 
121Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 183: "The symbolism of the sacraments is naturally 

not to be construed in our modern attenuated sense: it is quite clear that the mysteries 
continent et causant quae significant." We should say, more simply, sunt quae 
significant. 
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Hence Dionysios clearly teaches the ontological reality of sacramen
tal communion. "Each act of sacred initiation [i.e. each sacrament] 
gathers our fragmented lives into unifying deification, and by a 
deiform folding together of what is divided grants us communion and 
union with the One."122 There is no suggestion here that the 
sacraments merely "show" us this communion; Dionysios explicitly 
asserts that they themselves effect it. Again, the funeral rites not only 
"proclaim the resurrection as in an image," but also "give thearchic 
communions" to body and soul and "sanctify the whole man."123 

"Showing" and "effecting" invariably go together, because the very 
nature of reality is to be itself by revealing, by symbolizing God. And 
again, after describing death as a loss of form in both body and soul, 
Dionysios goes on to say that in the robing of the newly baptized 
person "the disordered is ordered and the formless receives form, 
being illumined by the whole luciform life."124 Here is the onto
logical restoration of form, that is Being, to fallen man, presented 
as something that actually happens in the baptismal ritual. The in
itiate's being symbolically robed in white is his reception of the divine 
rays of being.125 

We find the same union of "showing" and "being" in Dionysios' 
account of the Holy Eucharist. "The reverend symbols [i.e. the 
precious Gifts] through which Christ is meant and participated 
(σημαίωεται και μετέχεταΟ are placed on the altar. . . ."126 Then, 
when they are distributed, the hierarch 

by the union in the extreme of those who are divided with the 
things in which they come to be, renders the participants 

mEH 3.1, 424CD. 
123See above, n. 94. 
l2AEH 2.3.8, 404C. 
125Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," pp. 184-85: "In the Church's liturgy the Platonic 

dialectic of the images is to a certain extent stilled:... its destruction of the image 
for the sake of the pure concept and finally of mystical union. As little as the great, 
final image of God in the world, Jesus Christ, can be dissolved and thus rendered 
null and void..., as little are the divinely ordained images of the Church, its hierarchy 
and liturgy to be spiritualized away.... It belongs to the Areopagite to have caught 
up the whole spiritual energy of the Alexandrines and the Cappadocians in his work 
and at the same time to have banished definitively their tendency to threaten the 
Incarnation, the visible Church and the resurrection of the flesh." It is hard to believe 
that Balthasar and Father Wesche are referring to the same writer! 

i26EH 3.3.9, 437C. 
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communicants of them. For he depicts in these things in a sen
sible way, bringing under sight Jesus Christ, our intelligible 
life, as in an image, who, from being hidden in the divine, by 
the complete and unconfused humanification for our sake . 
. . is made formed, and who being one by nature, proceeds 
without change to our division, and through this beneficent 
love for man calls the human race into participation in himself 
and his own goods, if we are united to his most divine life, 
likening ours to it as far as possible; and by this [likening] 
to truth we will be rendered communicants of God and of divine 
things.127 

We have quoted this passage at length because Luibheid's version, 
which Father Wesche cites to support his contention that in Dionysios 
the Eucharist merely "shows" the spiritual communion,128 is excep
tionally misleading. In that paraphrase, the hierarch, distributing the 
Gifts, "shows how" Christ became incarnate, granted us communion 
with himself, and so on. What Dionysios says, however, is not that 
he "shows how" or "shows that" Christ has done this, but rather 
that he "shows Christ who" has done this. (The construction is a 
series of participial clauses dependent on "Jesus Christ.") The 
eucharistie communion, therefore, is the "spiritual" divine activity 
itself in "material" or visible form. And Dionysios says not that the 
hierarch "makes clear that which gives life to our mind," as in 
Luibheid's version, but that he shows Christ who is "our intelligible 
Life (τήν νοητήν ημών . . . ζωήν)." We have seen what this means: 
not that Christ gives life to our minds as opposed to our bodies, but 
that he is the intelligible form life itself by participation in which 
we are made alive.129 This life, then, is what we receive in receiving 
the Eucharist. 

Thus it is in the liturgy and sacraments that the intrinsically sym
bolic nature of the world, and therefore its very being, is realized. 
In liturgical ritual the world receives the form, the divine light, 
whereby it is truly itself, so that it reveals God to us and enables us 

1ZIEH 3.3.13, 444C. 
128"Christological Doctrine," p. 63. 
129The allusion is not primarily to John 14.6 but to Colossians 3:4. The addition 

of "intelligible," as when Christ is called the "intelligible Sun" (see aboye, n. 68) 
amplifies but does not change the meaning of the scriptural text. 
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to participate in him.130 And therefore the Eucharist, the sacrament 
of sacraments,131 as the supreme manifestation and symbol of Cod, 
is both the source and the fulfilment of the entire iconic and sym
bolic nature of the world: "The rite of the divine synaxis, having a 
single and simple and gathered-together principle, is multiplied in 
love for man into the sacred variety of the symbols, and embraces 
even all the thearchic iconography, but uniformly from those things 
again gathers into its own singularity, and makes one those who are 
sacredly led up to it."132 Because Dionysios teaches a cosmic 
sacramentality grounded and fulfilled in the Incarnation, in the 
Eucharist, his doctrine is as far as could be from the western 
understanding of sacrament as, in Father Schmemann's words, "a 
drop of reality in a sea of symbols,"133 a discontinuous exception to 
the fundamental principle of being. Rather, the symbolic nature of 
all the world, and thus the existence of the world itself, flows out from 
the supreme symbol, the holy Eucharist, God incarnate, first to the 
lesser symbols in the Church, the other sacraments, the holy icons, 
oil, incense, and then to all creation.134 The Eucharist includes all 
the cosmos in itself as the perfect theophany, the Incarnation of God, 
so that all creation becomes itself by becoming, as it was made to 
be, symbolic and eucharistie. 

Because the sacraments are ontologically effective by being sym
bolic, it is true, as Father Wesche says, that what they give us is 
knowledge. But again it is knowledge not about God but o/God, the 
knowledge which is communion with God and which grounds our 
being.135 "0 taste and see that the Lord is good!"136 To eat God is 

130Cf. above, and EH 1.3, 376A. 
mEH 3.1, 424C. 
mEH 3.3.3, 429A. 
133"Sacrament and Symbol," p. 150. 
134Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," pp. 180-81: "[T]here is no question with Denys of 

'demythologizing' Scripture or the Church in order to contemplate God more purely 
in nature, nor of devaluing the images of nature in favor of Scripture and the Church 
. . . because the Bible and the sacramental order depend on the images drawn from 
creation, for example on the symbolic power of water, or bread and wine, light and 
oil, used in the administration of the sacraments." 

135Cf. Semmelroth, "Erlösung und Erlöser," p. 379: "Gewiss ist nach dem 
Areopagiten das Sakramentsmysterium und die Liturgie συμβολική διδασκαλία, also 
Appell an die Erkenntnis dessen, der die Mysterien mitfeiert. Aber Erkenntnisge
meinschaft ist bei Ps.-Dionysius . . . Seinsgemeinschaft. Diese Didaskalia... bringt 
in ontischen Kontakt mit dem sein Heilsgeheimnis vollzeihenden Christus. . . . " 

136Psalm 34.8. 
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to know him, to experience him, to take him into ourselves as our 
sustenance, our true bread, our being, life, and salvation. Food and 
light, life and knowledge, are all one. " 'Taste,' say the Scriptures, 
'and see!' For by the sacred initiation of the divine things the in
itiates will recognize their great gifts of the grace of them, and being 
all-sacredly initiated into their most divine height and majesty in par
ticipation they will eucharistically praise the super-heavenly 
beneficence of the thearchy."137 It is here in the liturgy that sense-
perception is fulfilled as communion with God: "The symbolic com
position of the ointment, as in the formation of what is unformed, 
represents to us Jesus himself as being the rich source of the divine 
fragrances. . . ,"138 To taste, to see, to touch, to small Christ our 
Cod-made-manifest: this is the eternal life that we have in the 
sacraments. What we receive in them is eatable, drinkable knowledge, 
knowledge that we can breathe and bathe in, the "intelligible 
food"139 that nourishes our true being. In the sensible sacraments 
we partake of the intelligible divine activities, the uncreated light, 
and so are and live. The entire purpose of the sacraments, as of the 
Incarnation, is nothing but to reveal God, to give us knowledge, ex
perience, of God in this sense. What could be more authentically 
"primitive Christian" that to refer to baptism as "illumination"? 
In receiving the sacraments through our bodily senses and actions 
we know God and so have eternal life: "When he was at table with 
them, he took the bread and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to 
them. And their eyes were opened and they recognized him. . . . He 
was known to them in the breaking of the bread."140 

Hierarchy 
This outline of Dionysios' ontology, in which all things are in im

mediate communion with God who remains incommmunicable, may 
appear to leave no place for the doctrine of hierarchy, in which angels 
are "higher" than man, clergy than laity, monks than those in the 
world, and so on. Since this so-called "rigidity" or "immutability" 
of the hierarchies is perhaps the accusation most persistently brought 

ηΊΕΗ 3.3.15, 445C. 
mEH 4.3.4, 480A. 
mEH 4.3.4, 480A. 
140Luke 24.30-31, 35. 
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against Dionysios,141 at least among the Orthodox, the issue plainly 
calls for further examination. Father Wesche's objection is that 
"gnosis, which is the content of salvation and communion, is mediated 
by Christ through the hierarchies so that the hierarchies stand be
tween God and the individual."142 The higher orders are nearer to 
God because they have more immediate gnosis, or contemplative 
understanding of the intelligible "meaning" of liturgical sym
bolism.143 This is what constitutes the "rigidity" of the hierarchies: 
"Dionysios cannot offer gnosis in equal measure to all who are in 
the Church, for the higher hierarchies will always possess the higher 
gnosis, and therefore will always be closer to God than the laity."144 

To respond to this objection a more subtle understanding of Dionysios' 
entire doctrine of hierarchy is needed. 

How can we reconcile the doctrine of hierarchical mediation of 
saving communion, at once being and knowledge, with the claim that 
all beings, insofar as they are beings, are and must be in direct com
munion with God, and that this communion is deification? The answer 
is that the entire distinction between "direct" and mediated" com
munion is another false dichotomy. The direct ontological commu
nion with God is not distinct from some other form of communion 
which is hierarchically mediated, but rather takes place in, through, 
and because of the hierarchies. Every creature is, that is, participates 
directly in God, precisely by occupying and insofar as it occupies its 
own proper position in the cosmic hierarchy. "The purpose of hier
archy, then, is likeness and union with God as far as possible . . . 
making its members divine images, clear and spotless mirrors, recep
tive of the original light and thearchic ray . . . ," that is, receptive 
of being. Hence it is by fulfilling its hierarchical role that each creature 
realizes its existence by being the symbol and manifestation of God: 
"Perfection for each of those appointed in hierarchy is to be led up 
according to its proper analogy by the imitation of God . . . and to 
show the divine activity revealed in itself as far as possible."145 As 

141 By, for instance, Father Meyendorff, who accepts the doctrine of the Divine 
Names but rejects the hierarchies for this reason. See his Christ in Eastern Chris
tian Thought (Washington and Cleveland, 1969), pp. 80-83. 

142"Christological Doctrine," p. 64. 
143Ibid. pp. 55-56, and esp. 59. 
144"Christological Doctrine," p. 60. 
145CÄ3.2, 165B. 
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Lossky has shown, this understanding of hierarchical order as the 
ground of being is the entire meaning of the doctrine of "analogy" 
in Dionysios: each creature has being in its own proper way, or 
"analogically," according to its place in the cosmic hierarchy.146 

Thus far from being "rigid," the hierarchies are supremely dynamic, 
because the more thoroughly "hierarchical" a being is, the more 
perfectly it performs its appointed task within the hierarchical struc
ture of creation, the more fully it participates directly in God.147 

"The revelatory order of principalities, archangels, and angels . . . 
is set over the human hierarchies, so that the ascent and return to 
Cod, and communion and union, and indeed the procession 
beneficently given by God to all the heirarchies might be in 
order."148 

Dionysios explicitly defends the principle of hierarchy against the 
(very modern) objection that it is unjust to the lower levels, by show
ing that each thing has its own perfection by being in its proper 
position: 

The divine Righteousness orders all things, and sets their 
bounds, and preserves all unmixed and unconfused with all, 
and gives to all beings what is appropriate to each. . . . And 
. . . those who rail against the divine Righteousness do not 
realize that they are condemned for their manifest unrigh
teousness, for they say that immorality ought to be in mortal 
things, and what is complete in the incomplete . . . and identity 

1460n this see Lossky, "La notion des 'analogies' chez Denys le Pseudo-
Aréopagite," Archives d'histoire doctrinale et littéraire du moyen âge 5 (1930), pp. 
288ff, esp. p. 292: "[L]'analogie . . . signifie la capacité proportionnelle des créatures 
à participer aux vertus créatrices de Dieu, qui leur confèrent leur être et toutes 
leurs perfections. C'est l'analogie qui est le pivot de toute hiérarchie La hiérar
chie, donc, est impossible sans l'analogie D'est la capacité différente des créatures 
à participer aux vertus divines qui définit le degré de chaque être, en lui assignant 
son ordre dans la hiérarchie universelle." 

147Cf. Semmelroth, Erlösung und Erlöser," p. 371: "Emporstreben und verhar
ren in der analogie, die bestimmt ist, ist das nicht ein unlösbar Widerspruch? Für 
Ps.-Dionysius nicht. Hier werden wir wiederum zu der Gefährdung der Einheit und 
Harmonie des hierarchisch geordneten geschöpflichen Seins geführt. . . . [E]ben 
dieses άνατείνεσβαι, der gebannte Blich nach oben, die Bewahrung der Analogie und 
damit der Einheit bedeutet Emporstreben und Analogie-Bewahren hat Ps.-Dionysius 
selbst in einem gesehen, wenn er sagt, dass die Geschöpfe 'emporgeführt werden 
zu der ihnen gebührenden heiligen Analogie." 

148CÄ9.2, 260AB. 
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in differing things, and perfect power in the weak . . . and 
altogether they turn everything backwards (τα "άλλων "άλλοις 
άποδιδόασι). But... the divine Righteousness in this is really 
true righteousness, because it assigns to all things what is 
proper to each according to the worth149 of each being, and 
preserves the nature of each in its proper order and power.150 

Moreover, because being, goodness, deification, consists in fulfilling 
one's appointed place, to fall is to leave that place, to abandon one's 
proper position in the hierarchy, and therefore move toward non-being. 
Thus the demons are evil not in themselves but "by the deficiency 
of their order according to nature" or "by the lack of the angelic 
goods," i.e. the perfections proper to angels. "By privation, and flight, 
and fall from the goods appropriate to them, they are said to be evil, 
and they are evil insofar as they are not."151 

Furthermore, since every being at every level is in direct commu
nion with God, God is not contained within the cosmic hierarchy as 
its peak. God is not a being. If he were, he would not be transcen
dent but would a member of the cosmos, and only the highest ranks 
of angels would have direct contact with him. Rather, because he 
grounds and wholly penetrates the entire hierarchy from top to bot
tom directly, he also stands outside and transcends the whole. "For 
since the goodness of the Godhead which is beyond all things ex
tends from the highest and most venerable essences to the last, and 
is still above all, the higher do not outstrip Its excellence nor do the 
lower go beyond Its containment.. . ."152 God is not a "something," 
a being however exalted, but "all things in all things and nothing 
in any." Thus we need not fear being cut off from immediate com
munion with him by intervening ranks, as though he were merely 

149The term αξία in Dionysios means not "merit" in the sense of something ac
quired by the creature, but rather "proper position" or "nature," as established 
by God in creating it, so that it is virtually synonymous with "analogy" as defined 
above, n. 146. 

150DN Vin.7, 896AB; cf. also DN 8.9, 897BC, where Dionysios defends the divine 
"inequality" in a similar way: "For if one understands inequality, the differences 
in all of all from all, Righteousness is conservative of this too, lest, by confusing, 
all things should become mixed up with all things in a muddle; but it preserves 
all beings according to each form, in which it is appropriate for each thing to be." 

mDN 4.23, 724D-25C; cf. 4.26, 728C; 4.34, 733C. 
152DN 4.4, 697C. 
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the highest link in the great chain of being.153 In that he is transcen
dent, "nothing in any," the seraphim are as infinitely far from him 
as the dust; and in that he is immanent, "all things in all things,'9 

the dust, if it but fulfill its appointed role as dust, partakes of him 
no less than the seraphim. 

What then is the meaning of the hierarchical gradations whereby, 
it seems, the angels have "direct" knowledge of God while men have 
only "mediated" knowledge and communion, whereby clerics are 
"closer" to God than the laity? To understand this we must grasp 
better the real nature of the "superiority" and "inferiority" in the 
grades. Because creation is theophany, the created hierarchy is 
grounded in the hierarchy of the uncreated divine activities. "Since 
the hieratic orders are icons of the divine activities, revealing in 
themselves the ordered illuminations of the well-adorned and uncon-
fused order of the divine activities... they are ordered in hierarchical 
distinctions The hierarchy of the divine icons divides itself into 
distinct orders and powers, visibly revealing the thearchic ac
tivities. . . ."154 Dionysios explains the hierarchy of divine activities 
in DN 5 on the basis of degrees of inclusion: being is higher than 
life, for instance, because it "extends farther," including all beings, 
life extends only to living things, which participate "first" in being 
and then in life. Likewise life is higher than wisdom, in which only 
intelligent living beings participate, and so on.155 This doctrine of 

1 In the medieval west, God came to be regarded in just this way, not as the being 
of all things (esse commune, forma omnium, esse formale omnium) and beyond being, 
but as a being, an existing thing, "the Supreme Being." By regarding God as a 
being, a res exist ens, one of the things that are, the west lost sight at once of both 
the divine transcendence (nothing in any) and the divine immanence (all in all). Thus, 
contrary to Father Wesche's claim ("Christological Doctrine," p. 53-54, n. 3), the 
true influence and continuation of Dionysios9 thought is to be found in the Byzan
tine tradition, especially in Saints Máximos and Gregory Palamas, not in medieval 
western philosophy, which used his works extensively but drastically changed his 
fundamental outlook. This departure from Dionysian apophaticism and cosmic 
sacramentatism lies at the root of most of the west's vagaries in all areas of theology 
and, as Father Schmemann has so clearly shown ("Worship" and "Sacrament," 
passim), leads inevitably to secularism. 

15*EH 5.1.7, 508C-9A; cf. Semmelroth, "Gottes ausstrahlendes Licht," p. 493: "Es 
ist nicht ein unmerklicher Übergang vom Hellen zum Dunklen wie beim Licht der 
Sonne, sondern das göttliche Licht strahlt aus in einer mannigfaltigen Schöpfung. 
. . . Es ist die Ordnung der Hierarchie, die bis in ihre letzten Ausläufer eine heilige 
Ordnung ist, weil alle ihre Stufen überstrahlt sind vom übergöttlichen, schöpferischen 
Lichte." 

155DN 5.2-3, 5, 816C-17B, 820A-C. 
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uncreated hierarchy means that all the divine activities, such as 
purification, etc., are nothing but further specifications of being, and 
that being, as the all-embracing activity of Cod, includes all the more 
specific activities in itself.156 This is why, as we have seen, all the 
divine gifts given in the sacraments are nothing but the fulness of 
being. 

In consequence, the created hierarchies are governed by what we 
may call the law of inclusion and manifestation. Whatever possesses 
a more specific activity also necessarily possesses all the more general 
ones. Therefore the higher level, in every case, is not exempt from 
but rather surpasses and includes the proper perfections of the lower 
levels, and this alone is the reason for its superiority. If being is above 
life and life is above wisdom, why are not inanimate objects higher 
than living things and animals higher than intelligent beings? They 
would be, Dionysios explains, "if one supposes intellectual beings 
are not beings and living things." 

But since the divine minds also are [in a way] above other 
beings, and live [in a way above other living things, and are 
intelligent and know [in a way above sense and reason . . . 
they are nearer to the Good, participating in It in a eminent 
manner (περισσώς), and receive from It more and greater gifts; 
likewise rational beings excel sensitive ones, having more by 
the eminence of reason, and the latter [excel other living things] 
by sense-perception, and [living things excel mere beings] by 
life. And . . . the things which participate more in the one and 
infinitely-giving God are closer to him and more divine than 
the rest.157 

If the angels are "nearer" to God, it is because, having not merely 
intellection but intellection as well as life and being, the "participate 
in him in a multiplicity of ways."158 This principle determines all 
hierarchies. Among the angels, "We say that in every rank the higher 
orders have also the illuminations and powers of the subordinate ranks, 
but the later do not participate in those of the superior."159 Likewise 

l56DN 5.5-7, 821C. 
157DN 5.3, 817AB; cf. CH 4.1, 177CD. 
158CH 4.1, 177D. 
l59CH 5. 196BC. 
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in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, bishops have the powers of priests and 
deacons as well, and priests have those of deacons. "The more divine 
powers, along with their own, also know the sacred understandings 
set below their own perfection."160 And this alone is why bishops are 
the highest rank in the Church: "Therefore the divine order of the 
hierarchs is the first of the orders which see Cod, but it is also the 
highest and the last, for in it are perfected and fulfilled all the order
ing of our hierarchy."161 

But further, because all the activities of the lower orders are con
tained in the higher, the lower do not simply lack, but rather receive 
and manifest the higher activities in a lesser way. Just as being alive 
is a higher way of merely being, so merely being may be described 
as a lower way of being alive. Among the angels, "We say that the 
later [orders] lack the whole and superior power of the senior ranks; 
for they participate in it partially and analogously, by the one har
monious and binding communion of all . . . Just as the first have 
in an eminent way the holy properties of the lower, so the later have 
those of the earlier, not in the same way but in a lesser way."162 

Likewise, in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, all sacramental activity, for 
instance that of a priest celebrating the Eucharist, is merely the 
manifestation and presence of the bishop's activity: "Every hiearachy 
. . . has one and the same activity through all the hierarch work: the 
hierarch himself. . . ,"163 Therefore "the power of the hierarchic 
order pervades all the sacred totalities, and through all the sacred 
orders effects the mysteries of its own hierarchy."164 Because hier
archy represents not superioruty and exclusion on one side, inferiority 
and deficiency on the other, but rather eminence and inclusion on 
one side, manifestation and possession on the other, it is one and 
the same activity that is present throughout all the hierarchies, accord
ing to the appropriate analogy of each.165 Hierarchical mediation is 

mEH 5.1.7, 508C. 
161 EH 5.1.5, 505A. This is the traditional doctrine that "the church is in the 

bishop." 
i62CH 12.2, 292C-93A. 
mEH 1.2, 372CD. 
l6*EH 5.1.5, 505B. In the continuation of this passage, Dionysios points to the 

priest's need for the antimens, chrism, and his own ordination to confirm the or
thodox doctrine that it is only the bishop's sacramental activity that is present even 
when one of the sacraments is being celebrated by a priest. 

165Cf. CH 10.2, 285A. 
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thus the principle, not of the exclusion of the lower levels from direct 
participation in God, but rather of the direct communion of all things 
with him and the intercommunion of all creatures with one another. 
"All things are in all things, but in the way proper to each" is a favorite 
principle of Neoplatonism,166 which surely we, with Dionysios,167 may 
accept as an expression of the unconfused unity of all things through 
the whole presence of God in all. 

We may now apply this law to the question of the hierarchy of 
modes of knowledge. On the one hand, the angels, as pure minds, 
do not lack the knowledge of sensible beings, but possess it eminently 
in their own intellective power. "The Scriptures say that the angels 
know the things on earth, knowing them not by sense-perception, 
although they are sensible things, but by the proper power and nature 
of the deiform mind."168 On the other hand, as we have seen, our 
discursive reason is a manifestation of intellection at a lower level 
and our sense-perception is an "echo of wisdom," and they are 
therefore themselves modes of direct knowledge and communion with 
God. Whenever a lower order receives illumination (being/knowledge) 
through the mediation of a higher, it participates directly in God 
himself: "God is by nature and truly and properly the source of il
lumination to all those who are illumined, as the essence of light and 
the cause of being itself and of seeing. But by placement and in a 
god-imitating way that which is higher in part [is the source] to each 
thing after, in that the divine lights are derived to the latter through 
it . . . . Wherefore they refer every sacred and God-imitating activity 
to God, as cause, but to the first deiform minds as the first effectors 
and teachers of divine things."169 This is the doctrine of synergy, in 
which the "mediating" act of the creature is also the "direct" act 
of God. "Perfection for each of those appointed in hierarchy to be 
led up according to its proper analogy to the imitation of God, and 
. . . to become a co-worker (συνεργόν) of God, and to show the divine 
activity revealed in itself.... As, since the order of hierarchy is that 
some are purified and others purify, some are illumined and others 
illunine, some are perfected and other perfect, the imitation of God 

166See e.g. Proklos, The Elements of Theology, ed. and tr. E. R. Dodds, 2nd ed. 
(Oxford, 1963X prop. 103, p. 92; cf. Dodds9 commentary on this passage, p. 254. 

167See below, n. 181. 
mDN 7.2, 869C. 
mCH 13.3, 301D-304A. 
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is adapted to each in a certain mode."170 Once again we find that 
it is by hierarchy, by each creature giving and receiving "mediation" 
as is proper to it, that all "imitate" or participate in God.171 

According to Father Wesche, because the liturgy in Dionysios 
merely "shows" what God does but is not itself the divine activity, 
"the value of the sacraments depends chiefly upon the observer's 
capacity for spiritual contemplation," and "to receive the full benefit 
of the Church's sacraments one must possess the necessary intellec
tive qualities for spiritual contemplation."172 The passages we have 
just seen show, however, that because of the sacramental principle 
of synergy the liturgical acts performed by the hierarch are the deify
ing work of God in creation. The celebrant's baptismal robing of the 
initiate is God's granting him divine illumination; the hierarch's 
distribution of the Eucharist is God's incarnational self-impartation 
to the world, and so on.173 The "noetic contemplation" made possi
ble by liturgy and sacrament is not merely a discursive understand
ing of what they "mean," available only to an ordained elite, but 
an ontological communion with God offered in infinite measure to 
all participants. The principal passage that Father Wesche cites to 
support his claim that the higher orders in the Church have greater 
communion because they are more "contemplative" again suffers 
from persistent mistranslation. Dionysios does not say, as in Luibheid's 
version, that the members of each order receive communion "to the 
extent that is possible for them," "so far as they can," "to the ex
tent of their abilities." He says that each order receives it αναλόγως 
and αυτήν, that is, "in the way proper to it."174 This again is the 
doctrine of hierarchical analogy, in which each level receives the whole 
divine activity in its own proper mode. We must always remember 
that "noetic contemplation," so prominent in Dionysios' account of 

i70CH 3.2, 165BC. 
171Cf. Semmelroth, "Erlösung und Erlöser," p. 370: "Die Einheit bei aller Vielheit 

der Welt ist nur möglich, wenn jedes Einzelgeschöpf seinen ihm bestimmten Platz 
inne hat und ihn nicht verliert." 

172"Christological Doctrine," p. 73. 
173Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 175: "But if the unity of the sacrament and the 'in

sight of purified spirit' is the very meaning of the liturgical enactment, then it becomes 
clear why Denys will have nothing to do with an isolated consideration and treat
ment of opus operatami The moral enactment is not a second act alongside the 
sacramental which merely occasions it, it must be one with it or it is nothing at all." 

™EH 6.1.1-3, 532B-D; Luibheid, pp. 24445. 



E. J. D. Perl: Saint Dionysios the Areopagite 353 

the liturgy, does not do away with but assumes and transfigures sense-
perception, while sense-perception manifests noesis at a lower level. 
Contemplation is the saving knowledge that includes the whole man, 
and is therefore wholly present in an analogous way at every level.175 

Thus, because the hierarchical structure of the Church is the basis 
for the direct analogous communion of all with God, it is not "rigid" 
but manifests the great liturgical dance of the cosmos around 
God,176 in which each being glorifies God and rushes ever deeper 
into him by ever more perfectly becoming what it is, fulfilling its own 
hierarchical role. Evil occurs when the dance, the cosmic liturgy, is 
disrupted because a dancer gets out of step, assuming the role of 
a being above or below it. This is not hierarchy as understood in the 
modern west, where the higher dominate the lower and lower thirst 
for "empowerment." "It shall not be so among you."177 This is a 
hierarchy of love, in which the higher providentially serves the lower 
and lower in response follows the higher. Therefore all hierarchical 
order is the expression of love.178 On the one hand, it is the love of 
creation for God: "By all things, then, the beautiful and the good 
is desired and beloved and cherished; and on account of It and for 
Its sake, the lower love the higher revertively, and those of equal order 
their equal communally, and the higher the lower providentially, and 
each thing itself preservingly, and all things by desiring the beautiful 
and the good do and will whatever they do and will."179 And on the 
other hand it is the love of God for creation: the divine name Love 
is that of "a unifying an preserving power, excellently blending in 
the beautiful and good, pre-existing through the beautiful and good, 

175Indeed, if Dionysios believes that the value of the sacraments depends on the 
degree to which the communicant understands their "meaning," it is hard to see 
why he goes out of his way to discuss and defend infant baptism and communion. 
"The hierarch imparts the sacred symbols to the child so that he may be nourished 
in them, and have no other life save that which always contemplates the divine things, 
and becomes a communicant of them in sacred progressions " £277.3.11,568C. 
The "noetic contemplation" made possible in the sacraments is open even to children 
through their bodily senses. 

176Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 172: "Because God is in all things and above all 
things, being and knowing can only be a festival and a 'dance.' . . . " 

177Matthew 20.26. 
178Cf. Ibid. p. 200: "Therefore the final meaning of the hierarchies is not, in a 

Christian context, designated as the knowledge of God or even the representation 
of God, but love: as *the perpetual love for God' . . . but also, in the game of give-
and-take between the creatures, in imitation of God in mutual love." 

179DN 4.10, 708A. 
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and given out from the beautiful and good through the beautiful and 
good, and binding those of equal order in communal mutuality, mov
ing the first in providence for the lower, and establishing the lower 
in return to the higher."180 The essence of hierarchy is the love of 
Cod which holds all creation in being: 

This one good and beautiful is uniquely the cause of all the 
many good and beautiful things. From this are all the essen
tial existences of beings, the unions, the distinctions, the iden
tities, the differences, the likenesses, the unlikenesses, the com
munions of opposites, the non-confusion of united things, the 
providences of the higher, the interchanges of equals, the 
returns of the lower, the preserving and immutable abidings 
and foundations of all things themselves; and again the com
munions of all things in all things in the way proper to each, 
and the adaptations, and the unconfused friendships, and the 
harmony of all, the blendings in all, and the inseparable con
nections of beings, the unceasing successions of what comes 
to be, all rests and motions of minds, souls, and bodies. For 
he is rest and motion to all, who is above all rest and all mo
tion, establishing each in its own logos, and moving each in 
its proper motion. 

The entire content of hierarchy in Dionysios is divine love. 
Anyone who has worshipped in a traditionally adorned Orthodox 

church knows that hierarchy is neither an alien imposition nor a merely 
administrative convenience for the Church on earth, but constitutes 
the very essence of the Church as the deified cosmos, the Body of 
Christ. The "ordinary" saints depicted in the lower orders do not 
resentfully feel themselves cut off from Christ Pantokrator in the dome 
by the intervening ranks of apostles, angels, and the Theotokos. There 
is no envy here. Rather the entire Church constitutes the Body, the 
Temple in which God dwells wholly at every level, in virtue of its hier
archical structure.182 The very fact that this is the correct icono-

mDN 4.12, 709CD. 
mDN 4.7, 704BC. 
182Cf. Balthasar, "Denys," p. 166: "The objective, hierarchical taxis . . . is the 

form of God's self-manifestation: the Church is the heart of the world and the earth
ly representation of the heavenly court. . . . " 
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graphic program for a church shows that the Dionysian doctrine of 
cosmic and ecclesiastical hierarchy is not only consistent with but 
essential to holy tradition. In the discomfort which some feel with 
this doctrine, we cannot help but see a symptom of the wholly unor
thodox democratic, egalitarian, and individualist views which per
vade the modern world. The Orthodox doctrine of hierarchy, on the 
other hand, is magnificently expressed by C. S. Lewis in the (very 
Dionysian) mystical ecstasy at the conclusion of his Perelandra: 

All is righteousness and there is no equality. Not as when 
stones lie side by side, but as when stones support and are 
supported in an arch, such is his order; rule and obedience, 
begetting and bearing, heat glancing down, life growing up 

The Dust is at the centre. The Worlds are at the centre. 
The beasts are at the centre. . . . The race that sinned is 
there There [angels] are there also. 

Where [God] is, there is the centre. He is in every place. 
Not some of him in one place and some in another, but in each 
place the whole [God] There is no way out of the centre 
save into the [Evil] Will which casts itself into the Nowhere 

In the plan of the Great Dance plans without number inter
lock. . . . Thus each is equally at the centre and none are there 
by being equals, but some by giving place and some by receiv
ing it, the small things by their smallness and the great by 
their greatness, and all the patterns linked and looped together 
by the unions of a kneeling with a sceptred love.... 

He has immeasurable use for each thing that is made, that 
his love and splendour may flow forth like a strong river which 
has need of a great watercourse and fills alike the deep pools 
and the little crannies, that are filled equally and remain 
unequal 183 

Saint Dionysios' doctrines of creation, of knowledge, of sin and 
salvation, of Incarnation, of liturgy and sacrament, of hierarchy, them, 
far from being merely "gnostic," are dazzlingly ontological—indeed 
blindingly so, to judge from the interpretation that has been placed 
upon them. His entire work, from beginning to end, is a celebration 
of the glory of Being as the revelation of God. In this he is the supreme 

'(New York, 1944), pp. 214-17. 
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master of the Orthodox vision of the world, joining all these aspects 
of the faith in a single coherent structure. Dionysios represents precise
ly those doctrines which are most typical of Orthodoxy in distinction 
from the west: creation as theophany; grace as continuous with nature; 
knowledge as union of knower and known; Incarnation and sacra
ment as fulfilment, not exception or addition; liturgy as the realiza
tion of the cosmos; mysticism as ontological union rather than 
psychological condition; sin as corruption and loss of being, not 
legalistic transgression; atonement as physical-ontological assump
tion, not justification or juridical satisfaction;184 hierarchy as service 
and love, not oppression and envy. Protestantism, then, is right to 
reject Dionysios as fundamentally opposed to its perverted notion 
of Christianity: as opposed as light is to darkness, as truth is to error. 
But there can be no place for such a rejection in the true Church, 
the Church of the word made flesh and the vision of the invisible 
God, which constitute the whole of Dionysios' teaching. 

The only points on which Semmelroth, otherwise so favorable, objects to 
Dionysios are precisely his doctrines of nature and grace and of sin and redemp
tion. These are emphatically exceptions that prove the rule, for as Semmelroth himself 
notes Dionysios is here in agreement with the other Greek Fathers and his doctrine 
is problematic only from a later western point of view. "Die Unterschiedslosigkeit 
zwischen natürlichem and übernatürlichem Zustand, in der ganzen griechischen 
Patristik der schwache Punkt [!], ist bei Dionysius besonders eigentümlich" 
("Erlösung und Erlöser," p. 372). And again, "Sünde, Abfall von der gottbestimm
ten Analogie [ist] nicht so sehr personale Beleidigung Gottes, sondern Störung der 
Ordnung der hierarchisch gebauten Welt So mag es kommen, dass der Gedanke 
einer Genugtuungsleistung vor dem persönlich beleidigten Gott, der im heutigen 
Glaubensbewubtsein die Mitte allen Erlösungswirkens ausmacht [!], nur sehr am 
Rande des ps.-areopagitischen Bewubtseins liegt" (Ibid. pp. 374-75). To which all 
Orthodox may heartily reply, "Thanks be to God!" 



^ s 

Copyright and Use: 

As an ATLAS user, you may print, download, or send articles for individual use 
according to fair use as defined by U.S. and international copyright law and as 
otherwise authorized under your respective ATLAS subscriber agreement. 

No content may be copied or emailed to multiple sites or publicly posted without the 
copyright holder(s)' express written permission. Any use, decompiling, 
reproduction, or distribution of this journal in excess of fair use provisions may be a 
violation of copyright law. 

This journal is made available to you through the ATLAS collection with permission 
from the copyright holder(s). The copyright holder for an entire issue of a journal 
typically is the journal owner, who also may own the copyright in each article. However, 
for certain articles, the author of the article may maintain the copyright in the article. 
Please contact the copyright holder(s) to request permission to use an article or specific 
work for any use not covered by the fair use provisions of the copyright laws or covered 
by your respective ATLAS subscriber agreement. For information regarding the 
copyright holder(s), please refer to the copyright information in the journal, if available, 
or contact ATLA to request contact information for the copyright holder(s). 

About ATLAS: 

The ATLA Serials (ATLAS®) collection contains electronic versions of previously 
published religion and theology journals reproduced with permission. The ATLAS 
collection is owned and managed by the American Theological Library Association 
(ATLA) and received initial funding from Lilly Endowment Inc. 

The design and final form of this electronic document is the property of the American 
Theological Library Association. 


