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T H E  C E L E S T I A L  H I E R A R C H Y 1  

 

Pseudo-Dionysius, Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works, ed. John Farina, trans. Colm 

Luibheid and Paul Rorem, The Classics of Western Spirituality (New York; Mahwah, 

NJ: Paulist Press, 1987), 143–191. 

 

CHAPTER ONE 

[120A] Dionysius the Elder to Timothy the Fellow-Elder: Even though in various ways every divine 

enlightenment proceeds, out of its goodness, toward those provided for, it not only remains simple in 

itself but also unifies those it enlightens.2 

[120B] 1. “Every good endowment and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the 

Father of lights.”3 But there is something more. Inspired by the Father, each procession of the 

Light spreads itself generously toward us, and, in its power to unify, it stirs us by lifting us up. It 

returns us back to the oneness and deifying simplicity of the Father who gathers us in. [121A] 

For, as the sacred Word says, “from him and to him are all things.”4 

 
1 The Celestial Hierarchy has no other dependable modern translation into English. The best translation 

yet in print, abundantly annotated and accompanying a critical Greek text, is the French rendition by M. Gandillac 

(Sources Chrétiennes 58), to be abbreviated as Gandillac, CH. As to the overall structure of the treatise, Giuseppa 

Saccaro Battisti has argued for certain similarities with classical rhetoric: exordium (chapters 1–2), narratio (3–5), 

divisio (6–10), confutatio (11–14), confirmatio (15), and conclusio (the final sentence of chapter 15) (“Strutture e 

figure retoriche nel ‘de Caelesti Hierarchia’ dello Pseudo-Dionigi: Un mezzo di espressione dell’ ontologia 

Neoplatonica,” Archivio di Filosofia 51 [1983]: 293–319). 

2 On the doubtful authenticity of these chapter headings, see DN 1, note 2, and EH 1, note 2. 

3 Jas 1:17. 

4 Rom 11:36; cf. DN 4 708A 4f., DN 13 980B 27f. This opening paragraph has bracketed the Neoplatonic 

theme of procession and return with two supporting biblical quotations. The cyclical pattern of “remaining,” a 

downward “procession,” and an upward “return” is essential to the structure of late Neoplatonism. Proclus 

received this motif from his predecessors Iamblichus and Syrianus and summarized it succinctly: “Every effect 

remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and returns to it” (The Elements of Theology, ed. E. R. Dodds, no. 35, p. 38; 

see also nos. 25–39, pp. 28–43, and the comments by Dodds, XIX–XX and pp. 212f.). The language of a logical 

cause and effect helps avoid both the obvious mistake of interpreting this theme literally as a movement in space 

and also the more subtle pitfalls of understanding it sequentially as a movement in time. Stephen Gersh has 

organized a major monograph around this construct of the “downward and upward processes” (From Iamblichus, 

see especially pp. 46, 224, and 286). Dionysius used this framework primarily to express the divine revelation, 
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2. Let us, then, call upon Jesus, the Light of the Father, the “true light enlightening every man 

coming into the world,”5 “through whom we have obtained access”6 to the Father, the light 

which is the source of all light. To the best of our abilities, we should raise our eyes to the 

paternally transmitted enlightenment coming from sacred scripture and, as far as we can, we 

should behold the intelligent hierarchies of heaven and we should do so in accordance with 

what scripture has revealed to us in symbolic and uplifting fashion. We must lift up the 

immaterial and steady eyes of our minds to that outpouring of Light which is so primal, indeed 

much more so, and which comes from that source of divinity, [121B] I mean the Father. This is 

the Light which, by way of representative symbols, makes known to us the most blessed 

hierarchies among the angels. But we need to rise from this outpouring of illumination so as to 

come to the simple ray of Light itself. 

Of course this ray never abandons its own proper nature, or its own interior unity. Even though 

it works itself outward to multiplicity and proceeds outside of itself as befits its generosity, 

doing so to lift upward and to unify those beings for which it has a providential responsibility, 

nevertheless it remains inherently stable and it is forever one with its own unchanging identity. 

And it grants to creatures the power to rise up, so far as they may, toward itself and it unifies 

them by way of its own simplified unity. However, this divine ray can enlighten us only by 

being upliftingly concealed in a variety of sacred veils which the Providence of the Father 

adapts to our nature as human beings.7[121C] 

3. All this accounts for the fact that the sacred institution and source of perfection established 

our most pious hierarchy. He modeled it on the hierarchies of heaven, and clothed these 

immaterial hierarchies in numerous material figures and forms so that, in a way appropriate to 

our nature, we might be uplifted from these most venerable images to interpretations8 and 

assimilations which are simple and inexpressible. For it is quite impossible that we humans 

should, in any immaterial way, rise up to imitate and to contemplate the heavenly hierarchies 

without the aid of those material means capable of guiding us as our nature requires. [121D] 

Hence, any thinking person realizes that the appearances of beauty are signs of an invisible 

loveliness. The beautiful odors which strike the senses are representations of a conceptual 

diffusion. Material lights are images of the outpouring of an immaterial gift of light. The 

 
which “descends” to its recipients and then “uplifts” them, as perhaps suggested by the very sequence of his 

treatises (see MT 3, note 17) and as clearly stated in several passages: CH 1 120B to 121C 27, CH 2 141B 21–31, 

CH 9 260B 15–21, EH 3 428D 38 to 429B 25, DN 4 712C 29 to 713A 2. MT 3 1033C. 

5 Jn 1:9. 

6 Rom 5:2; cf. Eph 2:18, 3:12 

7 This entire paragraph echoes the full Neoplatonic structure of remaining, procession, and return. See 

note 4, above. The veils that “upliftingly conceal” are the scriptures and the liturgy, as indicated in the rest of this 

chapter and in DN 1 592B 20–27. 

8 On this use of the term “uplifting” (anagogy) to mean an “interpretation,” see CH 15 337D 47, note 179. 
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thoroughness of sacred discipleship indicates the immense contemplative capacity of the mind. 

[124A] Order and rank here below are a sign of the harmonious ordering toward the divine 

realm. The reception of the most divine Eucharist is a symbol of participation in Jesus. And so it 

goes for all the gifts transcendently received by the beings of heaven, gifts which are granted to 

us in a symbolic mode.9 

The source of spiritual perfection provided us with perceptible images of these heavenly minds. 

He did so out of concern for us and because he wanted us to be made godlike. He made the 

heavenly hierarchies known to us. He made our own hierarchy a ministerial colleague of these 

divine hierarchies by an assimilation, to the extent that is humanly feasible, to their godlike 

priesthood. He revealed all this to us in the sacred pictures of the scriptures so that he might lift 

us in spirit up through the perceptible to the conceptual, from sacred shapes and symbols to the 

simple peaks of the hierarchies of heaven. 

CHAPTER TWO 

That divine and heavenly things are appropriately revealed even through dissimilar symbols. 

[136D] 1. The first task I think is to set down the purpose of every hierarchy and to indicate 

how this is to the advantage of its members. Then, following on what scripture has revealed to 

us, a hymn of praise must be offered up to the heavenly hierarchies. I must describe the sacred 

forms given to these heavenly ranks by scripture, [137A] for one has to be lifted up through 

such shapes to the utter simplicity of what is there.10 

We cannot, as mad people do, profanely visualize these heavenly and godlike intelligences as 

actually having numerous feet and faces.11 They are not shaped to resemble the brutishness of 

oxen or to display the wildness of lions. They do not have the curved beak of the eagle or the 

wings and feathers of birds.12 We must not have pictures of flaming wheels whirling in the 

 
9 These references to the Eucharist and to the beauties, odors, and lights there perceived by the senses 

suggest that the opening of The Celestial Hierarchy also introduces “our” hierarchy, more thoroughly discussed in 

The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy. Chapter 3 of The Celestial Hierarchy concludes the introduction to both hierarchies; 

Chapter 4 then begins the specific discussion of the angelic hierarchy. 

10 This opening paragraph may outline the rest of the treatise. The purpose of a hierarchy is discussed in 

CH 3. Perhaps CH 4–14 could loosely be called a hymn of praise. The specific discussion of the “sacred forms” is 

found in CH 15. 

11 All of these introductory examples are discussed later in the treatise, most of them in Chapter 15. The 

angels’ facial features and feet are explained in CH 15 332A–D. 

12 The symbols of the ox, the lion, and the eagle (Ez 1:10) are considered in CH 15 336D to 337A. 
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skies,13 of material thrones made ready to provide a reception for the Deity,14 of multicolored 

horses,15 or of spear-carrying lieutenants,16 or any of those shapes handed on to us amid all the 

variety of the revealing symbols of scripture. The Word of God makes use of poetic imagery 

when discussing these formless intelligences but, [137B] as I have already said, it does so not for 

the sake of art,17 but as a concession to the nature of our own mind. It uses scriptural passages in 

an uplifting fashion as a way, provided for us from the first, to uplift our mind in a manner 

suitable to our nature. 

2. These pictures have to do with beings so simple that we can neither know nor contemplate 

them. What if someone therefore thinks that the scriptural imagery for these minds is 

incongruous and that the names given to the angels have the inadequacy of a pretense? Indeed, 

[137C] it could be argued that if the theologians wanted to give corporeal form to what is 

purely incorporeal, they should have resorted to a more appropriate and related fashioning, 

that they should have begun with what we would hold to be noblest, immaterial and 

transcendent beings, instead of drawing upon a multiplicity of the earthiest forms and applying 

these to godlike realities which are utterly simple and heavenly. Now perhaps this intends to lift 

us upward and not lead the celestial appearances down into incongruous dissimilarities. But in 

fact it illicitly defies the divine powers and also misleads our mind, entangling it in profane 

compositions. One would likely then imagine that the heavens beyond really are filled with 

bands of lions and horses, that the divine praises are, [137D] in effect, great moos, that flocks of 

birds take wing there or that there are other kinds of creatures all about or even more 

dishonorable material things, whatever the completely dissimilar similarities of the revealing 

scriptures depict as tending toward the absurd, counterfeit, and emotional. 

[140A] But if one looks at the truth of the matter, the sacred wisdom of scripture becomes 

evident, for, when the heavenly intelligences are represented with forms, great providential 

care is taken to offer no insult to the divine powers, as one might say, and we ourselves are 

spared a passionate dependence upon images which have something of the lowly and the vulgar 

about them. Now there are two reasons for creating types for the typeless, for giving shape to 

what is actually without shape.18 First, we lack the ability to be directly raised up to conceptual 

 
13 The flaming wheels (Dn 7:9) and the entire image of fire are discussed in CH 15 328D to 329D. 

14 Dn 7:9; Rv 4:2; cf. Ep. 9 1105B 16. Of course, “thrones” as a celestial name is treated below in Chapter 7 

(205D). 

15 Zech 1:8, 6:2; Rv 6:1–9; cf. CH 15 337AB. 

16 Jos 5:13; cf. CH 15 333A 19. 

17 R. Roques has considered this phrase, and its Latin translation by Eriugena, in “ ‘Valde artificialiter’: le 

sens d’un contresens,” Annuaire de l’école pratique des Hautes Études 77 (1969–1970): 31–72. 

18 The double rationale for symbolism is also discussed later in this chapter in 145A 8–10, and in EH 1 

377A 1–5, Ep. 9 1105C 36–45, and 1108AB 7–20. 



 

 5 

contemplations. We need our own upliftings that come naturally to us and which can raise 

before us the permitted forms of the marvelous and unformed sights. Second, it is most fitting 

to the mysterious passages of scripture that the sacred and hidden truth about the celestial 

intelligences be concealed through the inexpressible and the sacred and be inaccessible to the 

hoi polloi. Not everyone is sacred, and, as scripture says, knowledge is not for everyone.19 

As for the incongruity of scriptural imagery or the impropriety of using humble forms to 

represent the divine and holy ranks, this is a criticism to which one must say in reply that sacred 

revelation works in a double way. 

[140C] 3. It does so, firstly, by proceeding naturally through sacred images in which like 

represents like, while also using formations which are dissimilar and even entirely inadequate 

and ridiculous.20 Sometimes the mysterious tradition of the scriptures represents the sacred 

blessedness of the transcendent Deity under the form of “Word,” “Mind,” and “Being.” It shows 

thereby that rationality and wisdom are, necessarily, attributes of God, that he is also to be 

deemed a true subsistence and the true cause of the subsistence of every being, and that he may 

also be represented as light and hailed as life.21 Now these sacred shapes certainly show more 

reverence and seem vastly superior to the making of images drawn from the world. Yet they are 

actually no less defective than this latter, for the Deity is far beyond every manifestation of 

being and of life; no reference to light can characterize it; [140D] every reason or intelligence 

falls short of similarity to it. 

Then there is the scriptural device of praising the deity by presenting it in utterly dissimilar 

revelations. He is described as invisible,22 infinite, ungraspable, and other things which show 

not what he is but what in fact he is not. This second way of talking about him seems to me 

much more appropriate, for, as the secret and sacred tradition has instructed, [141A] God is in 

no way like the things that have being and we have no knowledge at all of his incomprehensible 

and ineffable transcendence and invisibility. 

Since the way of negation appears to be more suitable to the realm of the divine and since 

positive affirmations are always unfitting to the hiddenness of the inexpressible, a manifestation 

 
19 1 Cor 8:7; cf. Mt 13:11; Lk 8:10; cf. EH 1 376C 34f. 

20 Note that the author does not advance two separate types of images that are mutually exclusive. The 

rest of the corpus explains that this is a “double” way in that “the very same things are both similar and dissimilar to 

God” (DN 9 916A 8–10). Thus later in this chapter, the author arranges some scriptural symbols in a continuum of 

similarity and dissimilarity (144C to 145A). 

21 “Word”: Jn 1:1; for further biblical examples and discussion, see DN 1 596B 20 and DN 7 872C. “Mind”: 

Is 40:13; see DN 1 596B 19. “Being”: perhaps Ex 3:14; see DN 1 596A 13 and DN 5 816B to 825B. “Light”: 1 Jn 1:5; 

see DN 1 596A 13. “Life”: Jn 11:25; see DN 1 596A 13 and DN 6 856B to 857C. 

22 Col 1:15; 1 Tm 1:17; Heb 11:27. 
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through dissimilar shapes is more correctly to be applied to the invisible.23 So it is that scriptural 

writings, far from demeaning the ranks of heaven, actually pay them honor by describing them 

with dissimilar shapes so completely at variance with what they really are that we come to 

discover how those ranks, so far removed from us, transcend all materiality. Furthermore, I 

doubt that anyone would refuse to acknowledge that incongruities are more suitable for lifting 

our minds up into the domain of the spiritual than similarities are. High-flown shapes could 

well mislead someone into thinking that the heavenly beings are golden or gleaming men, 

[141B] glamorous, wearing lustrous clothing, giving off flames which cause no harm, or that 

they have other similar beauties with which the word of God has fashioned the heavenly 

minds.24 It was to avoid this kind of misunderstanding among those incapable of rising above 

visible beauty that the pious theologians so wisely and upliftingly stooped to incongruous 

dissimilarities, for by doing this they took account of our inherent tendency toward the material 

and our willingness to be lazily satisfied by base images. At the same time they enabled that part 

of the soul which longs for the things above actually to rise up. Indeed the sheer crassness of the 

signs is a goad so that even the materially inclined cannot accept that it could be permitted or 

true that the celestial and divine sights could be conveyed by such shameful things. [141C] And 

remember too that there is nothing which lacks its own share of beauty,25 for as scripture rightly 

says, “Everything is good.”26 

4. Everything, then, can be a help to contemplation; and dissimilar similarities derived from the 

world, about which I have been talking, can be applied to those beings which are both 

intelligible and intelligent.27 Of course one has always to remember the enormous difference 

between what is typical of the domain of intelligence and that of the senses.28 [141D] Thus, 

among those lacking in intelligence, anger is a raging, passionate and irrational urge, whereas 

among those endowed with reason it is something else, and has to be understood to be such. 

For intelligent beings anger is, I believe, the sturdy working of reason in them and the capacity 

they have to be grounded tenaciously in holy and unchanging foundations. 

 
23 CH 2 here continues the discussion of affirmations and negations begun in MT 3, applying the 

principles of negative theology to the interpretation of perceptible symbols, beginning with those most easily 

denied in their literal sense. 

24 Dn 10:5f. (LXX); cf. Mt 28:3; see also CH 15 328D 41, 333A 6–10. 

25 See also CH 4 177CD 19–21, DN 4 720B 15f., and DN 7 868C 31–33. 

26 Gn 1:31. 

27 On this expression for the angels, see Gandillac, CH, p. 81, n. 1. 

28 Cf. Iamblichus, de Myst. I, 21, 66.5–9. On the comparison and contrast of Dionysius and Iamblichus 

regarding perceptible symbols, especially those connected to ritual, see P. Rorem, “Iamblichus and the Anagogical 

Method in Pseudo-Dionysian Liturgical Theology,” Studia Patristica XVII, ed. E. A. Livingstone (Oxford: 

Pergamon Press, 1982), pp. 453–60. 
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Similarly with desire. For those lacking in reason it is a limitless appetite for the material, 

[144A] a thrust originating in that chronic urge to dwell with the ephemeral, that living, 

mastering longing to remain with whatever is applauded by the senses. Now when we apply 

dissimilar similarities to intelligent beings, we say of them that they experience desire, but this 

has to be interpreted as a divine yearning for that immaterial reality which is beyond all reason 

and all intelligence. It is a strong and sure desire for the clear and impassible contemplation of 

the transcendent. It is a hunger for an unending, conceptual, and true communion with the 

spotless and sublime light, of clear and splendid beauty. Intemperance then will be an unfailing 

and unturning power, seen in the pure and unchanging yearning for divine beauty and in the 

total commitment to the real object of all desire.29 [144B] 

What we call lack of intelligence and lack of perception in animals and in objects is in fact the 

deficiency of reason and of perception. But when we are talking of immaterial and intelligent 

beings we say this, as befits holy beings. They, as transcendent beings, far surpass our discursive 

and bodily reason, just as material perception is something far beneath those entities which are 

intelligent and disembodied. 

So, then, forms, even those drawn from the lowliest matter, can be used, not unfittingly, with 

regard to heavenly beings. Matter, after all, owes its subsistence to absolute beauty and keeps, 

throughout its earthly ranks, some echo of intelligible beauty. Using matter, one may be lifted 

up to the immaterial archetypes. [144C] Of course one must be careful to use the similarities as 

dissimilarities, as discussed, to avoid one-to-one correspondences, to make the appropriate 

adjustments as one remembers the great divide between the intelligible and the perceptible. 

5. We will find that the mysterious theologians employ these things not only to make known 

the ranks of heaven but also to reveal something of God himself. They sometimes use the most 

exalted imagery, calling him for instance sun of righteousness,30 star of the morning which rises 

into the mind,31 [144D] clear and conceptual light.32 Sometimes they use more intermediate, 

down-to-earth images. They call him the blazing fire which does not cause destruction,33 water 

 
29 On these emotions, see Gandillac, CH, pp. 81–83 

30 Mal 4:2. For further physical symbols of God such as those considered here in notes 30–38, see Ep. 9 

1104C 25 to 1105B 28. 

31 2 Pt 1:19; Rv 22:16. Neither of these verses is precisely echoed in the Areopagite’s wording; see 

Plotinus, Enneads, II, 3, 12, 20. 

32 1 Jn 1:5; see DN 1 596A 13, note 26, for other biblical texts. Mt 5:14–16 concerns an unhidden light. 

33 Ex 3:2 concerns a nonconsuming fire. Wisd of Sol 18:3 refers to the pillar of fire (Ex 13:21f.) as a 

harmless sun. For other discussions of fire as a symbol for God and for the angels, see Ep. 9 1108C 39 and CH 15 

329A. 
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filling up life and, so to speak, entering the stomach and forming inexhaustible streams.34 

Sometimes the images are of the lowliest kind, such as sweet-smelling ointment35 and corner 

stone.36 Sometimes the imagery is even derived from animals so that God is described as a lion 

or a panther, a leopard or a charging bear.37 [145A] Add to this what seems the lowliest and 

most incongruous of all, for the experts in things divine gave him the form of a worm.38 

In this way the wise men of God, exponents of hidden inspiration, separate the “Holy of Holies” 

from defilement by anything in the realm of the imperfect or the profane. They therefore honor 

the dissimilar shape so that the divine things remain inaccessible to the profane and so that all 

those with a real wish to see the sacred imagery may not dwell on the types as true. So true 

negations and the unlike comparisons with their last echoes offer due homage to the divine 

things. For this reason there is nothing ridiculous about representing heavenly beings with 

similarities which are dissimilar and incongruous, for the reasons mentioned. [145B] And I 

myself might not have been stirred from this difficulty to my current inquiry, to an uplifting 

through a precise explanation of these sacred truths, had I not been troubled by the deformed 

imagery used by scripture in regard to the angels. My mind was not permitted to dwell on 

imagery so inadequate, but was provoked to get behind the material show, to get accustomed 

to the idea of going beyond appearances to those upliftings which are not of this world.39 

But enough now about these material and incongruous images of the angels as found in sacred 

scripture. What I must now do is to explain what I mean by hierarchy and to say what 

advantage such hierarchy offers to those who are members of it. So, I hope that my discourse 

will be guided by Christ, by my Christ, if I may put it this way, the inspiration of what has been 

made known about the hierarchy. And you, [145C] my child, must follow the 

recommendations of our hierarchic tradition. Listen carefully to things sacredly said and be 

inspired by them in an initiation into inspired things. Keep these holy truths a secret in your 

hidden mind. Guard their unity safe from the multiplicity of what is profane,40 for, as scripture 

 
34 Jn 7:38, from Prv 18:4; cf. Jn 4:14. See also EH1 373C 40, DN1 596B 19, Ep. 9 1104B 20; Plotinus, 

Enneads, VI, 9, 9, 49. 

35 Sg 1:3; EH 4 concerns the sacrament of the ointment or myron as a symbol for Christ. 

36 Is 28:16; Eph 2:20 (Ez 10:1); see the fuller range of biblical sources in note 68 to DN 1 596C 30f. 

37 Is 31:4; Hos 5:14, 13:7f. Dove: Mt 3:16; Eagle: Dt 32:11. 

38 Ps 22:6. 

39 This remark is perhaps genuinely (unintentionally) autobiographical. For “uplifting” (anagogy) as an 

“interpretation,” see CH 15, note 179. 

40 1 Tm 6:20. 
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says, you must not throw before swine that pure, shining and splendid harmony of the 

conceptual pearls.41 

CHAPTER THREE 

What a hierarchy is and what its benefit is. 

[164D] 1. In my opinion a hierarchy is a sacred order, a state of understanding and an activity 

approximating as closely as possible to the divine.42 And it is uplifted to the imitation of God in 

proportion to the enlightenments divinely given to it. The beauty of God—so simple, so good, 

so much the source of perfection—is completely uncontaminated by dissimilarity. It reaches 

out to grant every being, according to merit, a share of light and then through a divine 

sacrament, in harmony and in peace, it bestows on each of those being perfected its own form. 

[165A] 2. The goal of a hierarchy, then, is to enable beings to be as like as possible to God and 

to be at one with him.43 A hierarchy has God as its leader of all understanding and action. It is 

forever looking directly at the comeliness of God. A hierarchy bears in itself the mark of God. 

Hierarchy causes its members to be images of God in all respects, to be clear and spotless 

mirrors44 reflecting the glow of primordial light and indeed of God himself. It ensures that when 

its members have received this full and divine splendor they can then pass on this light 

generously and in accordance with God’s will to beings further down the scale. 

It would be quite wrong for those granting initiation in the sacred things, as indeed for those 

sacredly initiated, ever to do anything or even to exist against the sacred orderings of him who 

is after all the source of all perfection. This would certainly be wrong, particularly if they 

themselves desire the splendor of God, if they are forever gazing on this splendor in a way 

appropriate to its sacred character, [165B] and if it is to this splendor that they are conformed, 

proportionately to each mind. 

If one talks then of hierarchy, what is meant is a certain perfect arrangement, an image of the 

beauty of God which sacredly works out the mysteries of its own enlightenment in the orders 

and levels of understanding of the hierarchy, and which is likened toward its own source as 

much as is permitted.45 Indeed for every member of the hierarchy, perfection consists in this, 

that it is uplifted to imitate God as far as possible and, more wonderful still, that it becomes 

 
41 Mt 7:6 

42 This definition of hierarchy (order, understanding, and activity) provides the organizing principle for R. 

Roques’s masterful L’Univers Dionysien (see p. 30). Other statements of general definition for hierarchy are found 

below, 165BC 17–32, in EH 1 373C and EH 5 500D to 504A3. 

43 On this goal of assimilation and union, see Gandillac, CH, p. 88, n. 1. 

44 Wisd of Sol 7:26. 

45 For other definitions of hierarchy, see note 42 above. 
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what scripture calls a “fellow workman for God”46 and a reflection of the workings of God. 

Therefore when the hierarchic order lays it on some to be purified and on others to do the 

purifying, on some to receive illumination and on others to cause illumination, on some to be 

perfected [165C] and on others to bring about perfection, each will actually imitate God in the 

way suitable to whatever role it has. 

What we humans call the beatitude of God is something uncontaminated by dissimilarity. It is 

full of a continuous light and is perfect, indeed it lacks no perfection whatsoever. It is purifying, 

illuminating, and perfecting; or rather it is itself purification, illumination, and perfection.47 It is 

beyond purification; it is beyond light; it is the very source of perfection which is more than 

perfect. It is also the cause of every hierarchy and yet it surpasses by far every sacred thing. 

[165D] 3. Now it seems to me that those who have been purified should in fact be perfectly 

uncontaminated, that they should be free of all dissimilar blemish. I think that those receiving 

sacred illumination should receive the divine light in full, that they should be uplifted in the 

holy eyes of their mind so as to be fully able to engage in contemplation. I think that those 

being perfected should draw away from imperfection and join the company of those who 

behold sacred things with a perfected understanding. [168A] It is also right that those who 

purify should give of their superabundant purity to others. It is right too that those who give 

illumination—those minds clearer than the others, joyfully full of the sacred radiance, and 

obviously able both to receive the light and to pass on what they acquire—that these should 

spread their overflowing light everywhere among those worthy of it. Finally, it is only proper 

that those charged with the task of creating perfection, as those who understand the perfecting 

impartation, should cause the perfect to be what they are by introducing them to an 

understanding of the sacred things so reverently beheld. And so it comes about that every order 

in the hierarchical rank is uplifted as best it can toward cooperation with God. By grace and a 

God-given power, it does things which belong naturally and supernaturally to God, things 

performed by him transcendently and revealed in the hierarchy for the permitted imitation of 

God-loving minds. [168B] 

CHAPTER FOUR 

What the designation “angel” signifies. 

 
46 1 Cor 3:9; 1 Thes 3:2 

47 The triad of purification, illumination, and perfection is particularly prominent in the discussion of the 

three clerical orders of deacons, priests, and hierarchs. See EH 5 504A 5 to 509A 3, and CH 7, note 75. On the 

origins of this famous trio, see the argument of A. Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition (Oxford: 

Clarendon, 1981), pp. 57–59. 
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1. I think I have now explained what I mean by hierarchy itself and I must, accordingly, lift up a 

song of praise to the angelic hierarchy.48 With eyes that look beyond the world I must behold 

the sacred forms attributed to it by the scriptures, [177C] so that we may be uplifted by way of 

these mysterious representations to their divine simplicity.49 Then with due worship and 

thanksgiving we will glorify God, the source of everything we understand concerning the 

hierarchy. 

One truth must be affirmed above all else. It is that the transcendent Deity has out of goodness 

established the existence of everything and brought it into being.50 It is characteristic of the 

universal Cause, of this goodness beyond all, to summon everything to communion with him to 

the extent that this is possible. Hence everything in some way partakes of the providence 

flowing out of this transcendent Deity which is the originator of all that is. Indeed nothing 

could exist without some share in the being and source of everything. [177D] Even the things 

which have no life participate in this, for it is the transcendent Deity which is the existence of 

every being. The living, in their turn, have a share in that power which gives life and which 

surpasses all life. Beings endowed with reason and intelligence have a share in that absolutely 

perfect, primordially perfect wisdom which surpasses all reason and all intelligence.51 And, 

clearly, these latter beings are nearer to God, since their participation in him takes so many 

forms. 

2. Compared with the things which merely are, [180A] with irrational forms of life and indeed 

with our own rational natures, the holy ranks of heavenly beings are obviously superior in what 

they have received of God’s largess. Their thinking processes imitate the divine. They look on 

the divine likeness with a transcendent eye. They model their intellects on him. Hence it is 

natural for them to enter into a more generous communion with the Deity, because they are 

forever marching towards the heights, because, as permitted, they are drawn to a concentration 

of an unfailing love for God, because they immaterially receive undiluted the original 

enlightenment, and because, ordered by such enlightenment, theirs is a life of total intelligence. 

They have the first and the most diverse participation in the divine and they, in turn, provide 

the first and the most diverse revelations of the divine hiddenness. [180B] That is why they have 

a preeminent right to the title of angel or messenger, since it is they who first are granted the 

divine enlightenment and it is they who pass on to us these revelations which are so far beyond 

 
48 The author here turns from the general discussion of any hierarchy, whether angelic or human, to the 

specific subject of this treatise on the celestial hierarchy. 

49 Note the similarities between this statement on biblical exegesis and the one on liturgical interpretation 

in EH 4 472D 9–12. 

50 Apostolic Constitutions VIII, 12, 6 (Funk, 496.22); cf. DN 1 592A 3f. and Ep. 8 1085D 45. 

51 The participation in the source of all by thinking, living, or merely existing beings (the Neoplatonic 

triad of mind, life, existence) is also discussed in DN 4 720B 15f., and DN5 816B–817B. 



 

 12 

us. Indeed the Word of God teaches us that the Law was given to us by the angels.52 Before the 

days of the Law and after it had come, it was the angels who uplifted our illustrious ancestors 

toward the divine and they did so by prescribing roles of conduct, by turning them from 

wandering and sin to the right way of truth, or by coming to announce and explain sacred 

orders, hidden visions, or transcendent mysteries, or divine prophecies.53 

[180C] 3. Someone might claim that God has appeared himself and without intermediaries to 

some of the saints. But in fact it should be realized that scripture has clearly shown that “no one 

ever has seen”54 or ever will see the being of God in all its hiddenness. Of course God has 

appeared to certain pious men in ways which were in keeping with his divinity. He has come in 

certain sacred visions fashioned to suit the beholders. This kind of vision, that is to say, where 

the formless God is represented in forms, is rightly described by theological discourse as a 

theophany. The recipients of such visions are lifted up to the divine. They are granted divine 

enlightenment and are somehow initiated in the divine things themselves. Yet it was the 

heavenly powers which initiated our venerable ancestors to these divine visions. 

[180D] It could be argued that in the scriptural tradition the sacred ordinances of the Law were 

given directly by God himself to Moses, so that he might truly teach us that these ordinances 

are themselves a copy of the divine and the sacred. [181A]Yet theology quite clearly teaches 

that these ordinances were mediated to us by angels so that God’s order might show us how it is 

that secondary beings are uplifted through the primary beings.55 Now the Law which was laid 

down by the transcendent source of all order has prescriptions affecting not only the highest 

and the lowest groups of intelligent beings but also those of equal order and it establishes that in 

every hierarchy appropriate order and power must be distributed within the primary, middle, 

and lowest strata and that those closer to God should be the initiators of those less close by 

guiding them to the divine access, enlightenment, and communion. 

[181B] 4. I note that the mystery of Jesus’ love for humanity was first revealed to the angels and 

that the gift of this knowledge was granted by the angels to us.56 It was the most divine Gabriel 

who guided Zechariah the hierarch into the mystery that, contrary to all hope and by God’s 

favor, he would have a son who would be a prophet of the divine and human work of Jesus, who 

 
52 Acts 7:38, 53; Gal 3:19; Heb 2:2. 

53 For example, Ex 23:20–23; see below, 181BC. 

54 Jn 1:18; Ex 33:20–23; 1 Tm 6:16; 1 Jn 4:12; cf. Ep. 1 1065A 9–11. 

55 The biblical tension between a direct gift of the law to Moses (Ex 31:18) and an angelic mediation (see 

note 52 above) is partially relieved by the possibility of calling Moses himself an angel since he, like all hierarchs, is 

also an “announcer” or mediator (CH 12 293A 7–12, EH 7 561C 39–41, 564A 6f.). 

56 That Jesus’ “philanthropy” or love for humanity is directly tied to the incarnation is apparent not only 

from the context here but from other uses of the term (EH 4 437A 12, 441A 12, 444A 14, 444C 36, 444C 39, DN 1 

592A 8, DN 2 640C 33, 648D 42, Ep. 3 1069B 13, Ep. 4 1072A 9, 1072B 21). 



 

 13 

was beneficently about to appear for the salvation of the world.57 Gabriel revealed to Mary how 

in her would be born the divine mystery of the ineffable form of God.58 Another angel forecast 

to Joseph the true fulfillment of the divine promises made to his ancestor David.59 Yet another 

angel brought the good news to the shepherds who, because of their quiet life withdrawn from 

the crowd, had somehow been purified. And with him “a multitude of the heavenly host” 

passed on to those on earth that famous song of jubilation.60 

[181C] But let us lift our eyes now to the most exalted revelations of scripture. Jesus himself, the 

transcendent Cause of those beings which live beyond the world, came to take on human form 

without in any way changing his own essential nature. But I observe that never once did he 

abandon that human form which he had established and chosen, and he obediently submitted 

to the wishes of God the Father as arranged by the angels. It was the angels who announced to 

Joseph the Father’s arrangements regarding the withdrawal into Egypt and the return to 

Judaea.61 The commands of the Father were given to Jesus himself by the angels. I do not need 

to remind you of the sacred tradition concerning the angel who comforted Jesus62 [181D] or of 

the fact that because of his generous work for our salvation he himself entered the order of 

revealers and is called the “angel of great counsel.”63 Indeed, when he announced what he knew 

of the Father, was it not as an angel?64 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Why the heavenly beings are all called “angel” in common. 

[196B] So, then, this is the reason, as far as I know, for the use of the designation “angel” in 

scripture. 

But I think we must ask why it is that on the one hand theologians give the title of angel to 

every heavenly being without distinction while yet at the same time in their discussions of these 

transcendent ranks they reserve the “angelic” order for the one which finally completes the 

 
57 Lk 1:11–20. 

58 Lk 1:26–39. 

59 Mt 1:20–25; 2 Sm 7:12–17. 

60 Namely, the “Gloria in excelsis” in Lk 2:8–14; the shepherd’s “withdrawal” seems presented as almost a 

monastic virtue. 

61 Mt 2:13, 19–22. 

62 Lk 22:43; Mt 4:11. 

63 Is 9:6 (LXX). 

64 Jn 15:15. The word play between “announce” and “angel” is unmistakable in Greek. 
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divine and heavenly orders,65 that is for those subordinate to the ranks of archangels, 

principalities, authorities, and powers, in short, those groups deemed by scriptural tradition to 

be superior. Now in every sacred rank the higher orders have all the illuminations and powers 

of those below them and the subordinate have none of those possessed by their superiors. 

[196C] Theologians give the name “angel” also to the highest and holiest orders of the heavenly 

beings by virtue of the fact that they too make known the enlightenment proceeding from the 

Deity. But if one is talking about the last order among the heavenly beings it would be silly to 

give to the members of this the title of principalities or thrones or seraphim since they lack 

participation in these latter supreme powers. However, just as this order lifts our own inspired 

hierarchs up toward whatever light of God is known to it, so the sacred power of the highest 

beings lifts up the subordinate members of the angelic hierarchy toward the divine.66 If 

scripture gives a shared name to all the angels, the reason is that all the heavenly powers hold as 

a common possession an inferior or superior capacity to conform to the divine and to enter into 

communion with the light coming from God.67 

[196D] But to clarify all this, let us look with a clear eye on the holy attributes of each of the 

heavenly ranks, such as they have been revealed to us in scripture. 

CHAPTER SIX 

What is the first rank of the heavenly beings, what is the middle, and what is the last? 

[200C] 1. How many ranks are there among the heavenly beings? What kind are they? How 

does each hierarchy achieve perfection? 

Only the divine source of their perfection could really answer this, but at least they know what 

they have by way of power and enlightenment and they know their place in this sacred, 

transcendent order. As far as we are concerned, it is not possible to know the mystery of these 

celestial minds or to understand how they arrive at most holy perfection. We can know only 

what the Deity has mysteriously granted to us through them, for they know their own 

properties well. I have therefore nothing of my own to say about all this and I am content 

merely to set down, as well as I can, what it was that the sacred theologians contemplated of the 

angelic sights and what they shared with us about it. 

 
65 Just as “theology” usually means the word of God in the scriptures, so here and elsewhere the 

“theologians” are the scripture writers: Ps 103:20; Mt 25:31; Heb 1:4. See CH 8, note 90, and MT 1, note 1. 

66 See CH 10 272D 11 to 273A 5 and its note (note 108). 

67 See the arguments in Chapter 11 on why the celestial beings can all be called “heavenly powers” (284B–

285A). 
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[200D] 2. The word of God has provided nine explanatory designations for the heavenly beings, 

and my own sacred-initiator has divided these into three threefold groups.68 According to him, 

the first group is forever around God and is said to be permanently united with him ahead of 

any of the others and with no intermediary. Here, then, are the most holy “thrones” and the 

orders said to possess many eyes and many wings, [201A] called in Hebrew the “cherubim” and 

“seraphim.” Following the tradition of scripture, he says that they are found immediately 

around God and in a proximity enjoyed by no other. This threefold group, says my famous 

teacher, forms a single hierarchy which is truly first and whose members are of equal status. No 

other is more like the divine or receives more directly the first enlightenments from the Deity.69 

The second group, he says, is made up of “authorities,” “dominions,” and “powers.” And the 

third, at the end of the heavenly hierarchies, is the group of “angels,” “archangels,” and 

“principalities.”70 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

Concerning the seraphim, cherubim, and thrones, and theirs, the first hierarchy. 

[205B] 1. We accept that this is how the holy hierarchies are ordered and we agree that the 

designations given to these heavenly intelligences signify the mode in which they take on the 

imprint of God. Those with a knowledge of Hebrew are aware of the fact that the holy name 

“seraphim” means “fire-makers,” that is to say, “carriers of warmth.”71 The name “cherubim” 

means “fullness of knowledge” or “outpouring of wisdom.”72 This first of the hierarchies is 

hierarchically ordered by truly superior beings, for this hierarchy possesses the highest order as 

God’s immediate neighbor, being grounded directly around God and receiving the primal 

 
68 The author admits that the triadic arrangement of the nine biblical names is not itself scriptural but is 

taken from Hierotheus (DN 3, note 128). This triple triad is also enumerated in EH 1 372C 31–42. 

69 The first triad is the subject of the following chapter, CH 7. See also EH 4 480B 10–484A 11 and its note 

(note 125). Dionysius here applies to both seraphim and cherubim the description of “many eyes” (Ez 1:18) and 

“many wings” (six wings in Is 6:2 and four in Ez 1:6). 

70 The second and third triads are treated below in Chapters 8 and 9, respectively. 

71 The seraphim make their only explicit biblical appearance in Is 6:2–6, a passage discussed at length in 

CH 13. This scriptural image of the seraphim and their wings is the source of the author’s interpretation of the 

“wings” which cover the sacramental ointment or myron (EH 4 480B 10 to 484A 11). The seraphim are also briefly 

discussed in CH 10 273B 16–20, and in CH 15 329A 4f., where the image of fire is pursued more fully. See 

Gandillac, CH, pp. 105f., n. 5, on this etymology for “seraphim,” which is expanded below in 205BC 17–26 and 

repeated in CH 13 304A 7, 304D 39–44, and EH 4 481CD 26–37. 

72 This etymology for “cherubim” is repeated immediately in 205B 15f., expanded below in 205C 26–32, 

and perhaps echoed in CH 10 272D 11 and CH 13 304A 8. On the cherubim, see also CH 8 241AB 14–36 and CH 

12 292CD 14–18. The biblical cherubim are mentioned in Gn 3:24; Ex 25:18–22, 37:6–9; Nm 7:89; 1 Sm 4:4; 1 Kgs 

6:23–28, 8:6–7; Pss 18:10, 80:1, 99:1; Is 37:16; Ez 10:3–22. Dionysius also uses Ez 1:4–28 in his description of the 

cherubim, although that passage does not explicitly name them. 
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theophanies and perfections. Hence the descriptions “carriers of warmth” and “thrones.” 

Hence, also, the title “outpouring of wisdom.” These names indicate their similarity to what 

God is. 

For the designation seraphim really teaches this—a perennial circling around the divine things, 

penetrating warmth, [205C] the overflowing heat of a movement which never falters and never 

fails, a capacity to stamp their own image on subordinates by arousing and uplifting in them too 

a like flame, the same warmth. It means also the power to purify by means of the lightning flash 

and the flame. It means the ability to hold unveiled and undiminished both the light they have 

and the illumination they give out. It means the capacity to push aside and to do away with 

every obscuring shadow. 

The name cherubim signifies the power to know and to see God, to receive the greatest gifts of 

his light, to contemplate the divine splendor in primordial power, to be filled with the gifts that 

bring wisdom and to share these generously with subordinates as a part of the beneficent 

outpouring of wisdom. 

[205D] The title of the most sublime and exalted thrones conveys that in them there is a 

transcendence over every earthly defect, as shown by their upward-bearing toward the ultimate 

heights, that they are forever separated from what is inferior, that they are completely intent 

upon remaining always and forever in the presence of him who is truly the most high, that, free 

of all passion and material concern, they are utterly available to receive the divine visitation, 

that they bear God and are ever open, like servants, to welcome God.73 

[208A] 2. This, then, is the explanation insofar as we can understand it of why they are called 

what they are, and I must now say something about how I understand the hierarchy which 

exists among them. Now I think I have already said enough about the fact that the aim of every 

hierarchy is always to imitate God so as to take on his form, that the task of every hierarchy is to 

receive and to pass on undiluted purification, the divine light, and the understanding which 

brings perfection. What I have now to do is to discuss, in words which, I pray, will be worthy of 

these superior intelligences, the scriptural revelation concerning their hierarchy. 

The first beings have their place beside the Godhead to whom they owe their being. They are, 

as it were, in the anteroom of divinity.74 They surpass every visible and every invisible power 

which is subject to becoming. They constitute an entirely uniform hierarchy. One has to think 

 
73 Although the cherubim act as a throne (Pss 80:1, 99:1), Col 1:16 presents “thrones” as heavenly beings 

among others. See the “fiery thrones” in CH 15 329A 3, the thrones as a symbol connected to God in Ep. 9 1105B 

16, and Jesus’ throne in Ep. 8 1100C 36. On this image in the church fathers and in Neoplatonism, see Gandillac, 

CH, p. 108, n. 2. 

74 For this Neoplatonic terminology of “anteroom” see also DN 5 821C 34f. and Gandillac, CH, p. 109, n. 

2. 
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of them as utterly “pure,”75 [208B] not because they are free of all profane blemishes and of all 

tarnish or because they are innocent of earthly imaginings, but because they utterly transcend 

all weakness and all the lesser grades of the sacred. Because of their supreme purity, they are 

established beyond all the most godlike powers, and firmly adhere to their own order which is 

eternally self-moved according to an immutable love for God. They know no diminution at all 

toward inferior things, for they have as their own godlike property an eternally unfailing, 

unmoved, and completely uncontaminated foundation. 

They are “contemplative” too, not because they contemplate symbols of the senses or the mind, 

or because they are uplifted to God by way of a composite contemplation of sacred writing, but, 

rather, because they are full of a superior light beyond any knowledge and because they are 

filled with a transcendent and triply luminous contemplation of the one who is the cause and 

the source of all beauty. [208C] They are contemplative also because they have been allowed to 

enter into communion with Jesus not by means of the holy images, reflecting the likeness of 

God’s working in forms, but by truly coming close to him in a primary participation in the 

knowledge of the divine lights working out of him. To be like God is their special gift and, to 

the extent that is allowed them, they share, with a primordial power, in his divine activities and 

his loving virtues. 

They are “perfect,” then, not because of an enlightened understanding which enables them to 

analyze the many sacred things, but rather because of a primary and supreme deification, a 

transcendent and angelic understanding of God’s work. They have been directed hierarchically 

not through other holy beings but directly from God himself and they have achieved this thanks 

to the capacity they have to be raised up directly to him, [208D] a capacity which compared to 

others is the mark of their superior power and their superior order. Hence they are founded 

next to perfect and unfailing purity, and are led, as permitted, into contemplation regarding the 

immaterial and intellectual splendor. As those who are the first around God and who are 

hierarchically directed in a supreme way, they are initiated into the understandable 

explanations of the divine works by the very source of perfection. [209A] 

3. The theologians have clearly shown that the lower ranks of heavenly beings have 

harmoniously received from their superiors whatever understanding they have of the 

operations of God, whereas the higher ranks have been enlightened in initiations, so far as 

permitted, [209B] by the very Godhead. For they tell us that some of them are sacredly initiated 

 
75 In applying the motif of purification, illumination, and perfection to these angelic beings (see also CH 3 

165B 27 to 168B 16, note 47), Dionysius makes two characteristic adjustments. First, he transposes the category of 

purity from the realm of morality, where the angels have no need to progress, to that of knowledge, e.g., “purified 

of ignorance” 209C 35f. and EH 6 537ABC. Second, he substitutes the language of “contemplation” for that of 

“illumination” (208B 26). This equivalent language is also used when discussing the motif’s application to the 

human hierarchy (e.g., EH 6 532BC). In applying these three concepts to the angels, he first contrasts this 

application to the normal use of the terms “pure,” “contemplative,” and “perfect” as applied to humans. Thus, by 

way of contrast with its proper subject, this section also provides a capsule definition of purification, illumination 

or contemplation, and perfection on the human level, as also discussed in EH5 504A5 to 509A 3. 
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by those of higher rank. Some learn that the “King of Glory,” the one raised up into the heavens 

in a human form, is the “Lord of the heavenly powers.”76 Others, as they puzzle over the nature 

of Jesus, acquire an understanding of his divine work on our behalf and it is Jesus himself who is 

their instructor, teaching them directly about the kindly work he has undertaken out of love for 

man. “I speak of righteousness and of saving judgment.”77 

Still, there is something here which I find surprising. The very first of the heavenly beings, those 

who are so very superior to the others, are nevertheless quite like those of more intermediate 

status when it comes to desiring enlightenment concerning the Godhead. They do not first ask, 

“Why are your garments red?”78 They begin by exchanging queries among themselves, [209C] 

thus showing their eagerness to learn and their desire to know how God operates. They do not 

simply go leaping beyond that outflow of enlightenment provided by God. 

So, then, the first hierarchy of the heavenly minds is hierarchically directed by the source of all 

perfection, because of its own capacity to be raised up directly to this source. It is filled with its 

due measure of utter purification, of infinite light, of complete perfection. It becomes purified, 

illuminated and perfected in that it is unmixed with any weakness, filled with the first of all 

light, and achieves perfection as a partaker of primary knowledge and understanding. 

In summary, we can reasonably say that purification, illumination, and perfection are all three 

the reception of an understanding of the Godhead, namely, being completely purified of 

ignorance by the proportionately granted knowledge of the more perfect initiations, being 

illuminated by this same divine knowledge (through which it also purifies whatever was not 

previously beheld but is now revealed through the more lofty enlightenment), [209D] and 

being also perfected by this light in the understanding of the most lustrous initiations.79 

[212A] 4. This, so far as I know, is the first rank of heavenly beings. It circles in immediate 

proximity to God.80 Simply and ceaselessly it dances around an eternal knowledge of him. It is 

forever and totally thus, as befits angels. In a pure vision it can not only look upon a host of 

blessed contemplations but it can also be enlightened in simple and direct beams. It is filled 

with divine nourishment which is abundant, because it comes from the initial stream, and 

 
76 Ps 24:10. 

77 Is 63:1 (LXX). 

78 Is 63:2 (LXX). Pseudo-Dionysius apparently sees Isaiah 63:1f as a conversation between Jesus and the 

highest angelic beings. 

79 Note that in this definitive, summary statement purification, illumination, and perfection are not three 

separate subjects but rather three levels of spiritual knowledge. See also 208BCD and EH 6 537ABC. 

80 Is 6:2 (LXX); Rv 4:4. 
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nevertheless single, because the nourishing gifts of God bring oneness in a unity without 

diversity. 

This first group is particularly worthy of communing with God and of sharing in his work. It 

imitates, as far as possible, the beauty of God’s condition and activity. Knowing many divine 

things in so superior a fashion it can have a proper share of the divine knowledge and 

understanding. Hence, theology has transmitted to the men of earth those hymns sung by the 

first ranks of the angels whose gloriously transcendent enlightenment is thereby made manifest. 

Some of these hymns, [212B] if one may use perceptible images, are like the “sound of many 

waters”81 as they proclaim: “Blessed be the glory of the Lord from his place.”82 Others thunder 

out that famous and venerable song, telling of God: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts. The 

whole earth is full of his glory.”83 

In my book Divine Hymns I have already explicated, to the best of my ability, the supreme 

praises sung by those holy intelligences which dwell beyond in heaven.84 I think I have set down 

there all that needed to be said. For the sake of my present purpose, I will simply repeat that 

when the first rank has directly and properly received its due understanding of God’s Word 

from the divine goodness itself, then it passes this on, as befits a benevolent hierarchy, to those 

next in line. [212C] The teaching, briefly, amounts to this. It is right and good that the revered 

Godhead, which in fact is beyond all acclamation and deserves all acclamation, is known and 

praised by those minds which receive God, as far as possible. To the extent that they conform to 

God they are the divine place of the Godhead’s rest, as scripture says.85 And this first group 

passes on the word that the Godhead is a monad, that it is one in three persons,86 that its 

splendid providence for all reaches from the most exalted beings in heaven above to the lowliest 

creatures of earth. It is the Cause and source beyond every source for every being and it 

transcendently draws everything into its perennial embrace. [212D] 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

 
81 Ez 1:24; Rv 14:2, 19:6. 

82 Ez 3:12 (LXX). 

83 Is 6:3; cf. Rv 4:8. 

84 A treatise or chapter thereof which is either lost or, more likely, fictitious. 

85 This is an oblique biblical reference involving the imagery of the ark of the covenant. In Isaiah 66:1 

(quoted in Acts 7:49), the mention of the divine “rest” echoes the tradition of the ark (Nm 10:36; 1 Chr 6:31; 2 Chr 

6:41) where God is “enthroned on the cherubim” (Ex 37:7–9; 1 Sm 4:4; 2 Sm 6:2; 2 Kgs 19:15; Pss 80:1, 99:1; and 

Song of the Three Young Men 42). 

86 The expression “in three persons” or “tri-upostatic” is trinitarian terminology, as also found in DN 1 

592A 1, EH 2 396D 43f., and EH 6 533B 25f. 
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[237B] Concerning the dominions, powers, and authorities, and theirs, the middle hierarchy. 

1. I must turn now to the middle rank of the heavenly intelligences and, with eyes that look 

beyond the world, I must behold, as far as possible, the dominions and the astonishing sights of 

the divine authorities and powers.87 Each designation of the beings far superior to us indicate 

ways in which God is imitated and conformed to. [237C] 

The revealing name “dominions” signifies, in my view, a lifting up which is free, unfettered by 

earthly tendencies and uninclined toward any of those tyrannical dissimilarities88 which 

characterize a harsh dominion. Because it does not give way to any defect, it is above any abject 

creation of slaves, and, innocent of any dissimilarity, it is forever striving mightily toward the 

true dominion and the true source of all dominion. Benevolently and in accordance with 

capacity, it receives—as does its subordinates—the semblance of that domination. It rejects 

empty appearances, returns completely to the true Lord, and shares as far as it can in that 

everlasting and divine source of all dominion. 

As for the holy “powers,” [237D] the title refers to a kind of masculine and unshakable courage 

in all its godlike activities. It is a courage which abandons all laziness and softness during the 

reception of the divine enlightenments granted to it, [240A] and is powerfully uplifted to 

imitate God. Far from abandoning its godlike movement out of cowardice, it looks 

undeviatingly to that transcendent power which is the source of all power. Indeed this courage 

becomes, so far as possible, the very image of that power to which it shapes itself, being 

powerfully returned to it because it is the source of all power. And at the same time, it transmits 

to its own inferiors its dynamic and divinizing power. 

The holy “authorities,” as their name indicates, have an equal order with the divine dominions 

and powers. They are so placed that they can receive God in a harmonious and unconfused way 

and indicate the ordered nature of the celestial and intellectual authority. Far from employing 

their authoritative powers to do tyrannous harm to the inferiors, they are harmoniously and 

unfailingly uplifted toward the things of God and, [240B] in their goodness, they lift up with 

them the ranks of those inferior to them. They are likened, insofar as they can be, to that 

authority which is the source of all authority and creates all authority; and they make that 

authority evident, to the extent that angels can, in their harmonious orders of authoritative 

power. 

Hence the middle rank of the heavenly intelligences manifests its conformity to God. This, as 

has been said, is how it achieves purification, illumination, and perfection, at second hand from 

 
87 On the dominions, authorities, and powers which form the second triad, see Eph 1:21, 3:10; Col 1:16, 

2:10; 1 Pt 3:22; and perhaps Rom 8:38. 

88 On this expression, see Gandillac, CH, p. 120, note 2. 
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the divine enlightenments by way of the first hierarchical rank, and passed on secondarily 

through that mediating rank. 

[240C] 2. This process of handing on from angel to angel can be a symbol for us of that 

perfection which comes complete from afar and grows dimmer as it proceeds from the first to 

the second group. Our holy instructors in the sacred sacraments have taught us that the directly 

revealed fulfillments of divine reality are superior to that participation in the divine visions 

which comes by way of others. Similarly, it seems to me, the immediate participation in God of 

those angels first raised up to him is more direct than that of those perfected through a 

mediator. Hence—to use the terminology handed down to us—the first intelligences perfect, 

illuminate, and purify those of inferior status in such a fashion that the latter, having been lifted 

up through them to the universal and transcendent source, thereby acquire their due share of 

the purification, [240D] illumination, and perfection of the One who is the source of all 

perfection. 

The divine source of all order has established the all-embracing principle that beings of the 

second rank receive enlightenment from the Godhead through the beings of the first rank. This 

has been asserted frequently by the scripture writers, as you may discover. 

Now God, out of his fatherly love for humanity, chastised Israel so as to return it to the road of 

sacred salvation. In order to cause a change of heart he handed Israel over to the vengeance of 

the barbarian nations. [241A] This was to ensure that the men who were under his special 

providence would be transformed for the better. Later, in his kindness, he released Israel from 

captivity89 and restored it to its former state of contentment. Zechariah, a theologian, had a 

vision concerning this. It was an angel of the first group, one of those in the immediate 

entourage of God, who was learning from God himself what scripture calls the “comforting 

words.”90 (Incidentally, the term “angel,” as already stated, refers to all of the heavenly beings 

without distinction.) An angel of an inferior rank met the first and received enlightenment from 

him. Instructed thus by him as by a hierarch in the matter of what God willed, he, in turn, was 

entrusted to initiate the theologian that “Jerusalem will be fully inhabited once again with 

crowds of people.”91 

Ezekiel, another theologian, says that all this was sacredly ordained by God himself who in his 

supreme glory stands over the cherubim.92 [241B] God, out of fatherly love for humanity, willed 

correction for the sake of Israel’s improvement and in an act of righteousness appropriately 

 
89 Is 61:1 and Lk 4:18. 

90 Zec 1:13. Note that Zechariah, Ezekiel a few lines later, and Isaiah throughout CH 13 are all called 

“theologians.” The generic use of the term “angel” is discussed in CH 5 196BCD. 

91 Zec 2:4 (LXX). 

92 Ez 10:18. 
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divine he commanded the innocent to be separated from the guilty. The one first initiated in 

this, after the cherubim, was the one whose loins were girt in sapphire and who wore a full-

length cloak as a symbol of the hierarch.93 He in turn announced the divine decision to other 

angels, those who carry the axes, and he did so on the instructions of the Deity who is the 

source of order. To the one, the orders were to traverse all of Jerusalem and to put a mark on 

the foreheads of the innocent. The others were told: “Follow him into the city, lay about you 

and do not spare your eyes. But do not go near any of those who have been given the sign.”94 

And what is one to say about the angel who said to Daniel, [241C] “The word went forth”?95 or 

about the first who took the fire from the midst of the cherubim? or of the cherubim who gave 

the fire into the hands of the one wearing “the holy stole,”96 something which shows in 

particular the good order existing among the angels? What is to be said regarding the one who 

summoned the most divine Gabriel and declared, “Make him understand the vision”?97 And are 

there not other examples, given by the sacred theologians, of the divine and harmonious 

arrangement befitting the heavenly hierarchy? This arrangement is copied by our own 

hierarchy which tries to imitate angelic beauty as far as possible, to be shaped by it, as in 

images, and to be uplifted to the transcendent source of all order and of all hierarchy. [241D] 

CHAPTER NINE 

[257A] Concerning the principalities, archangels, and angels, and theirs, the final hierarchy. 

[257B] 1. It remains now to contemplate that final rank in the hierarchy of angels, I mean the 

godlike principalities, archangels, and angels.98 However, I think I should first explain, as best I 

can, the significance of these holy designations. The term “heavenly principalities” refers to 

those who possess a godlike and princely hegemony, with a sacred order most suited to princely 

powers, the ability to be returned completely toward that principle which is above all principles 

and to lead others to him like a prince, the power to receive to the full the mark of the Principle 

of principles and, by their harmonious exercise of princely powers, to make manifest this 

transcendent principle of all order. 

 
93 Ez 9:2. (LXX), 10:6–8. See below 241C 35f (note 96) and CH 15 333A 10. 

94 Ez 9:5f. The symbolism of the ax is taken up in CH 15 333B 20. 

95 Dn 9:23. 

96 Ez 10:6–8 (LXX); see above 241B 22f. (note 93) and CH 15 333A 10. 

97 Dn 8:16. 

98 The “principalities” (archai) are mentioned in Eph 1:21, 3:10; Col 1:16, 2:10. Human rulers seem 

intended in Lk 12:11, 20:20, and Ti 3:1. The principalities in 1 Cor 15:24; Eph 6:12; and Col 2:15 are hostile 

powers. The term “archangel” is found only in 1 Thes 4:16 and Jude 9. 
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[257C] 2. The holy archangels have the same order as the heavenly principalities and, as I have 

already indicated, they join with the angels to form a single hierarchy and rank. Still, every 

hierarchy has first, middle, and last powers, and the holy order of the archangels has something 

of both the others by virtue of being a mean between extremes.99 It communes with the most 

holy principalities and with the holy angels. Its relationship with the former derives from the 

fact that like a principality it is returned to its transcendent principle [source], that it receives 

upon itself as far as possible the mark of this principle, and that it brings about the unity of the 

angels, thanks to those invisible powers of ordering and arranging which it has received from 

that principle. Its relationship with the angels is due to their shared order as interpreters of 

those divine enlightenments mediated by the first powers. [257D] It generously announces 

these to the angels and through them to us insofar as we are capable of being sacredly 

enlightened. 

[260A] As I have already said, the angels complete the entire ranking of the heavenly 

intelligences. Among the heavenly beings it is they who possess the final quality of being an 

angel. For being closer to us, they, more appropriately than the previous ones, are named 

“angels” insofar as their hierarchy is more concerned with revelation and is closer to the world. 

Now I have already said that the superior rank—superior because it is closer to what is hidden—

hierarchically directs the second group. This second group, made up of holy dominions, 

powers, and authorities, is in charge of the hierarchy of principalities, archangels, and angels. 

Its revelations are clearer than those of the first hierarchy, more hidden than those of the one 

after it. The revealing rank of principalities, archangels, and angels presides among themselves 

over the human hierarchies, [260B] in order that the uplifting and return toward God, and the 

communion and union, might occur according to proper order, and indeed so that the 

procession might be benignly given by God to all hierarchies and might arrive at each one in a 

shared way in sacred harmony.100 So, then, it is the angels who take care of our own hierarchy, 

or so the Word of God tells us. Michael is called the ruler of the Jewish people, and other angels 

are described as rulers of other nations, for “the Most High has established the boundaries of 

the nations by the number of his angels.”101 

[260C] 3. Someone might ask why it was that only the Hebrew people were lifted up to the 

divine enlightenment. The answer to this is that the angels have fully done their work of 

guardianship and that it is no fault of theirs if other nations wandered off into the cult of false 

gods. Indeed it was on their own initiative that these others abandoned the good uplifting 

 
99 “Mean terms” in triads were a typical Neoplatonic concern, as in Iamblichus dM V.8.225.5–8. See EH 5 

501C 42f., where “our” hierarchy is a mean term between the hierarchy of the Law and the angelic hierarchy. See 

also DN 10, note 245, and DN 11, note 250. 

100 This passage, unusual for its reference to plural human hierarchies, illustrates the author’s adaptation of 

the Neoplatonic concept of procession and return. See CH 1, note 4. 

101 Dt 32:8 (LXX); Michael: Dn 10:13–21, 12:1; others: Dn 10:13 (Persia) and Dn 10:20 (Greece). 
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toward the divine. Their irrational worship of what they took to be god-pleasing was an index 

of selfishness and presumption, and this can be proved by what happened to the Hebrew 

people. “You rejected the knowledge” of God, it says, and you followed the call of your heart.102 

Our way of life is not predetermined and the free will of those benefiting from the gift of divine 

Light does not take away from such light its attribute of being a providential source of 

enlightenment. What actually happens is this. The dissimilarity of the intelligent sights either 

makes the overflowing gift of light of the Father’s goodness completely unpartaken and 

unbestowed, [260D] because of their resistance, or there is an unequal participation in these 

gifts in large or small amounts, in clarity or obscurity. And in the meantime the shining well-

spring of all this continues to be single and simple, forever the same and forever overflowing. 

All this can be said of the other nations, those peoples from whom we ourselves are come so 

that we too might raise our gaze up to the limitless and bounteous ocean of divine Light, [261A] 

that Light which forever unfolds and bestows its gifts upon all beings. No strange gods were in 

command here. There is one universal source and it is toward this source that the angels, 

charged with the sacred and hierarchical direction of each nation, led those willing to follow 

them. Think of Melchizedek. He was filled with love for God and he was a hierarch not of false 

deities but of the true God on high. Experts in sacred learning were not satisfied to describe 

Melchizedek as a friend of God. They described him as a priest103 so as to make clear to sensible 

men that his task was not simply to be returned to the true God but, rather, as a hierarch to lead 

others in their uplifting toward the one true God. 

[261B] 4. And here is another item for your understanding of the hierarchy. It was revealed to 

Pharaoh by the angel presiding over the Egyptians and to the ruler of the Babylonians by their 

angel that there is a concerned and authoritative Providence and Lordship over all things. 

Servants of the true God were established as leaders for those nations, and the manifestation of 

things represented by the angelic visions were revealed by God through the angels to certain 

sacred men near the angels, namely Joseph and Daniel.104 For there is only one ruling source 

and Providence in the world, and we must not imagine that the Deity took charge of the Jewish 

people alone and that angels or gods, on an equal footing with him or even hostile to him, had 

charge of the other peoples. The passage which might suggest this notion must be understood 

in this sacred sense,105 [261C] for it could not mean that God shared the government of 

mankind with other gods or angels or that he reigned in Israel as a local prince or chieftain. The 

single Providence of the Most High for all commanded angels to bring all peoples to salvation, 

but it was Israel alone which returned to the Light and proclaimed the true Lord. That is why 

 
102 A composite of Hos 4:6 and a variation on Jer 7:24 and Hos 5:11 (LXX). Was Dennis quoting from 

memory? See Gandillac, CH, p. 133, n.2. 

103 Gn 14:18–22; Ps 110:4; Heb 7:1. 

104 Joseph: Gn 41:1–32; Daniel: Dn 2:1–45, 4:1–27. 

105 Namely Dt 32:8 (LXX), quoted above at 260B 24f., note 101. 



 

 25 

the word of God indicates that Israel chose itself for special devotion to the true God by saying: 

“He became the portion of the Lord.”106 But the theologians also say that Michael presides over 

the government of the Jewish people and that this is in order to make clear that Israel, [261D] 

like the other nations, was assigned to one of the angels, to recognize through him the one 

universal ruling source. For there is only one Providence over all the world, a supra-being 

transcending all power visible and invisible; and over every nation there are presiding angels 

entrusted with the task of raising up toward that Providence, as their own source, everyone 

willing to follow, as far as possible. 

CHAPTER TEN 

Repetition and Conclusion regarding the angels’ coordination.; 

[272D] 1. So, then, the most primordial rank of those intelligent beings in God’s company is 

hierarchically ordered by enlightenments coming from the source of all perfection, and they 

rise up to it with the help of no intermediary. For them, thanks to the gift of the hidden and 

resplendent lights of the Godhead, there is purification, illumination, and perfection. Such 

lights are all the more hidden because they have to do with what is all the more conceptual, and 

they bring all that much more simplification and union. And they are all the more resplendent 

for being received directly, firstly, and completely. As they are poured forth, they are radiant 

with that greater proximity to their source.107 

[273A] Then by this rank [of angels] the second one, and by the second the third, and by the 

third our hierarchy is hierarchically uplifted, in due proportion and divine concord and 

according to this regulation of the harmonious source of order, toward that source beyond 

every source and consummation of all harmony.108 

2. All angels bring revelations and tidings of their superiors. The first bring word of the God 

who is their inspiration, while the others, according to where they are, tell of those inspired by 

God. For the transcendent harmony of all the world has providentially looked after every being 

endowed with reason and intelligence and has ensured that they are rightly ordered and 

sacredly uplifted. In a fashion appropriate to its own sacred character this harmony has 

arranged the hierarchical groups, [273B] making due allowance for what is particular to each 

group, arranging them as we have seen as first, middle, and lower powers, and, finally, 

harmoniously managing them in a way suitable to the degree of participation in the divine 

 
106 Dt 32:9 (LXX). 

107 “Poured forth” is an expression that seems to depend on the author’s pun on the name of the cherubim 

as “an outpouring of wisdom” in CH 7 205BC 9f., 15f., 32f. “Do not imagine that the proximity here is physical. 

Rather, what I mean by nearness is the greatest possible capacity to receive God” (Ep. 8 1092B 18–20). 

108 Note the interlocking agency in the overall anagogical or uplifting movement: Each rank, including the 

human hierarchy, is uplifted by the one above it. See also CH 5 196C 26–30. 
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which each of them has. Furthermore, the theologians tell us that the holiest of the seraphim 

“cry out to one another,”109 and, it seems to me, this shows that the first ranks pass on to the 

second what they know of God. 

[273C] 3. There is something else which I could reasonably add here. Each intelligent being, 

heavenly or human, has his own set of primary, middle, and lower orders and powers, and in 

accordance with his capacities these indicate the aforementioned upliftings, directly relative to 

the hierarchic enlightenment available to every being. It is in accordance with this arrangement 

that each intelligent entity—as far as he properly can and to the extent he may—participates in 

that purification beyond purity, that superabundant light, that perfection preceding all 

perfection. Nothing is perfect of itself. Nothing is completely free of the need for perfection. 

Nothing, that is, except that Being truly perfect in himself and truly preceding all perfection. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN 

[284B] Why all heavenly beings are called “heavenly powers” in common. 

1. Having made all these distinctions, it is right that we should now consider why we actually 

have the habit of giving the name of “heavenly powers” to all of the angelic beings.110 For of 

course one may not proceed as we have done when using the word “angels.” That is to say, 

[284C] one may not assert that the rank of the holy powers is the last of the ranks, that the ranks 

of superior beings participate in the holy enlightenment available to inferiors, and that these 

latter have no part in what is there for their superiors. Hence the title “heavenly powers” cannot 

be stretched to include all the divine minds, any more than one could do so in the case of 

seraphim, thrones, and dominions. For the final ranks have no share in the attributes of the 

superior. 

Yet the angels and, before them, the archangels, the principalities, and authorities, which are 

held by theology to be subordinate to the “powers,” are nevertheless often called “heavenly 

powers” by us, just like all the other holy beings. 

[284D] 2. I would claim that, whenever we use the designation “heavenly powers” as a 

collective term for all of these beings, this results in no confusion of the attributes peculiar to 

each rank. One clearly observes that, for reasons beyond this world, there is within all divine 

minds the threefold distinction between being, power, and activity.111 Now suppose that we 

loosely describe some or all of them as “heavenly beings”[285A] or “heavenly powers,” it must 

be recognized that in talking thus of beings and powers we are engaging in circumlocution, 

 
109 Is 6:3. 

110 Namely, the Greek term behind the English translation “hosts,” as in “Lord of hosts” in Pss 24:10 and 

46:11. The term “angel” is also applied to all the heavenly beings, but for a different reason (CH 5 196BCD). 

111 This interior triad within each mind has Neoplatonic overtones. See Gandillac, CH, p. 143, n.2. 
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because of the being or power that is in each one. There can be no question of a blanket 

attribution to inferior beings of the preeminent characteristic of the holy powers, such as I have 

already described. To do so would be to upset that principle of order which controls the ranks 

of the angels and which excludes all confusion. For the reason so frequently and so rightly 

expounded by me, the superior ranks possess in eminent degrees the sacred attributes of their 

inferiors, while the final ones do not possess the transcendent fullnesses of those more honored, 

although the initial enlightenments are partially conveyed to them through the first ones, 

proportionately to themselves. 

CHAPTER TWELVE 

Why human hierarchs are called “angels.” 

[292C] 1. There is another problem facing those devoted to the understanding of scripture. If 

the last ones do not partake in what is available to the higher, why is it that our human hierarch 

is designated in scriptures as “angel of the all-powerful Lord”?112 

2. Now it seems to me that this expression does not actually contradict what has been said 

already. We affirmed that the final ranks lack the full and complete power of the more senior 

ones. But they do have a partial, proportionate share in that power and they do so as part of that 

one, harmonious, intertwined communion of all. Thus, even if it is the case that the order of the 

holy cherubim possesses a higher wisdom and knowledge, [292D] the ranks of beings below 

them also have some share of wisdom and knowledge, although this is partial and inferior as 

compared to them. Indeed all intelligent godlike beings have their own participation in wisdom 

and knowledge, and the difference between them depends on whether this share is direct and 

primary or secondary and inferior, [293A] relative to the capacities of each. This is something 

which can rightly be said of all the divinely intelligent beings, and just as the first possess, in a 

complete fashion, the holy attributes of their subordinates, so too do the latter possess those of 

their superiors, though not in the same way but in a humbler mode. Hence, I see nothing wrong 

in the fact that the Word of God calls even our hierarch an “angel,” for it is characteristic of him 

that like the angels he is, to the extent of which he is capable, a messenger and that he is raised 

up to imitate, so far as a man may, the angelic power to bring revelation. 

[293B] 3. You will also notice how God’s word gives the title of “gods” not only to those 

heavenly beings who are our superiors,113 but also to those sacred men among us who are 

distinguished for their love of God.114 Now the hiddenness of the Godhead is a transcendent 

one. It is far above everything. No being can in any way or as a matter of right be named like to 

 
112 Namely, “the messenger of the Lord of hosts,” Mal 2:7 (LXX); see also Mal 3:1; Gal 4:14; and perhaps 

the “angels” of the seven churches in Rv 2–3. Cf. EH7 561C 40f. 

113 Pss 82:1, 95:3; cf. Gn 32:28–30. 

114 Ex 4:16, 7:1; Pss 45:6 (LXX), 82:6; Jn 10:34. 
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it. Yet every being endowed with intelligence and reason, which, totally and as far as it can, is 

returned to be united with him, which is forever being raised up toward his divine 

enlightenments, which if one may say so, tries as hard as possible to imitate God—such a one 

surely deserves to be called divine. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Why the prophet Isaiah is said to have been purified by the seraphim. 

[300B] 1. There is something else which we must consider as best we can. Why is it said that 

one of the theologians was visited by a seraphim?115 Someone could well be puzzled by the fact 

that it was not one of the subordinate angels but someone from among the most senior beings 

who came to purify the interpreter.116 

2. Some would say this. Given the earlier explanation of what it is that all these intelligent 

beings have in common, the scriptural passage does not declare that the intelligent mind which 

came down to purify the theologian belonged to that senior rank of those in immediate 

proximity to God. What was here was one of those angels assigned to us. He had the sacred task 

of purifying the prophet. He was named one of the seraphim since he had to wipe out the sins 

referred to by means of fire and he had to rekindle obedience to God in the one who had been 

purified. [300C] On this interpretation, therefore, when the passage refers just to seraphim 

what is not meant is one of those enthroned beside God but one of those powers assigned to 

purify us. 

3. Someone else has provided me with an answer to this problem which is not completely 

inappropriate. He says that this mighty angel, whoever he was, caused a vision so as to initiate 

the theologian into the divine things, then he attributed to God and, after God, to the senior 

hierarchy his own sacred work of purification. [300D] Could this statement also be true? The 

person who affirmed this was saying that the power of the Godhead spreads out everywhere, 

[301A] penetrates all things irresistibly and yet remains inapparent to all,117 not only because it 

is transcendently above everything but also because it transmits all its providential activities in 

an ungraspable way. Nevertheless it manifests itself in due measure to every intelligent being. It 

bestows the gift of its own light on the most senior beings and, because of their premier rank, it 

uses them as intermediaries to pass that same light harmoniously along to beings of lower order 

in a way which is adapted to the capacity of each rank to look upon the divine. Let me make 

myself clearer by means of appropriate examples, more apparent to us, I mean, even if they all 

 
115 Is 6:6. Dionysius never used the singular term “seraph.” In fact, he suggested elsewhere that he knew no 

Hebrew (CH 7 205B 7f., EH 4 481C 31 f. and 485B 17.). 

116 This term for interpreter applies to biblical authors (here and CH 2 145A 5) as well as to the hierarch 

(EH 7 564A 7) and to the priests (Ep. 8 1088C 40). 

117 Wis of Sol 7:24; see also Heb 4:12? 
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fall short of the absolutely divine transcendence. The rays of the sun pass easily through the 

front line of matter since it is more translucent than all the others. The real light of the sun 

lights up its own beams more resplendently through that section of matter. [301B] But as it 

encounters more opaque matter, it appears dimmer and more diffused, because this matter is 

less suited to the passage of the outpouring of light. This unsuitability becomes progressively 

greater until finally it halts completely the journey of light. Similarly, the heat of fire passes 

more easily into those entities which are good conductors, more receptive and in fact quite like 

it. But when its burning activity comes up against resistant or even opposing entities, it 

becomes ineffective or leaves only a very slight trace of itself. This is fully seen when fire moves 

through those things properly disposed to it, and then comes to things not akin to it, as when 

something on fire first happens to affect things which can be ignited and then through them 

either water or something else not easily ignited is proportionately heated. 

Following that same harmonious law which operates throughout nature, [301C] the wonderful 

source of all visible and invisible order and harmony supernaturally pours out in splendid 

revelations to the superior beings the full and initial brilliance of his astounding light, and 

successive beings in their turn receive their share of the divine beam, through the mediation of 

their superiors. The beings who are first to know God and who, more than others, desire the 

divine virtue have been deemed worthy to become the prime workers of the power and activity 

which imitate God, as far as possible. In their goodness they raise their inferiors to become, so 

far as possible, their rivals. They ungrudgingly impart118 to them the glorious ray which has 

visited them so that their inferiors may pass this on to those yet farther below them. Hence, on 

each level, predecessor hands on to successor whatever of the divine light he has received and 

this, in providential proportion, is spread out to every being. 

[301D] Of course God himself is really the source of illumination for those who are illuminated, 

for he is truly and really Light itself. He is the Cause of being and of seeing. But, in imitation of 

God, it has been established that each being is somehow superior to the one to whom he passes 

on the divine light. And so all the other angelic beings follow the first rank of intelligent beings 

in heaven as the source, after God, [304A] of all sacred knowledge of God and of all imitation of 

God, for it is this latter order which mediates the divine enlightenment to all other beings, 

including ourselves. All their sacred activity, done in imitation of God, is attributed on the one 

hand to God as ultimate Cause, and on the other hand to the senior intelligent beings who live 

in conformity with God and who are the first ministers and teachers of the divine things. Angels 

of the first rank possess, more than the others, the power of fire and a share of the divine 

wisdom which has been poured out to them,119 a knowledge of the ultimate in divine 

enlightenment, and that capacity which is summed up in the word “thrones” and which 

indicates their special power to be open to receive God. Beings of lower ranks have their share 

 
118 Wis of Sol 7:13; cf. EH 4 481C 26. 

119 More word plays on “seraphim” and “cherubim”; see CH 7 205BC. 
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of fire, of wisdom, of knowledge, of openness to receive God, but this is so in a lesser fashion 

and on condition that they look upward to those intelligent beings of the first rank through 

whom, [304B] as the ones primarily worthy of imitating God, they will be uplifted to the 

possible likeness of God. Since the secondary beings share in these holy properties through the 

mediation of the primary beings, they attribute such properties to those primary beings, the 

ones who, after God, are like hierarchs to them. 

4. The person who said all the above declared that the vision revealed to the theologian came 

from one of those holy and blessed angels assigned to look after us. [304C] Under the 

illuminating guidance of this angel he was raised up to such a sacred contemplation that, if I 

may speak in symbols, he was able to look upon the most superior beings established under, 

around, and with God. He was able to look beyond those beings to that summit, beyond every 

source, enthroned amid the subordinate powers, and yet super-ineffably transcending them 

and all things. In this vision the theologian learned that the Deity surpasses every visible and 

invisible power in a total excess of transcendence. It is completely set apart from everything. It 

is unlike even the foremost of beings. It is the Cause and the source of being for every entity. It 

is the unchanging basis of the stability of everything and is, for even the most exalted powers, 

[304D] the author of being and indeed of well-being. 

Then he was instructed regarding the godlike powers of the most holy seraphim themselves. 

The name “seraphim” signifies fiery, and I will shortly explain as well as I can how it is that the 

power of fire causes a lifting up to the godlike.120 The sacred image of their six wings signifies an 

endless, marvelous upward thrust toward God by the first, [305A] middle, and lower 

conceptions. Seeing the limitless number of feet, the multitude of faces, those wings blocking 

out the contemplation of their faces above and their feet below, and the unending beat of the 

middle set of wings, the sacred theologian was uplifted to a conceptual knowledge of the things 

seen. There were shown to him the many facets of the most exalted of the intelligent minds, the 

power of their multifarious vision. He witnessed that sacred caution of theirs which, in an 

unearthly fashion, they maintain regarding any brash, bold, and unpermitted search of the 

highest and the deepest things. He saw the harmony among them as they acted to be like God 

amid a stirring that was ceaseless, exalted, and forever.121 

He was also introduced to the mystery of that divine and much-honored hymnody, for the 

angel of his vision taught the theologian, as far as possible, whatever he knew himself of the 

sacred. He taught him, furthermore, that for anyone purification consists of a participation in 

the transparent clarity of the Godhead. [305B] For reasons out of this world, all the sacred and 

intelligent beings are given a mysterious and transcendent initiation by the Deity itself into this 

clarity. It is something which is more obvious, more evident and better known to those 

dwelling in the neighborhood of the Deity since they are superior powers. As for the powers of 

 
120 See note 119 above, and CH 15 328C 36 to 329C 38. 

121 On the imagery of the wings, see also CH 15 332D 43–48. 
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the second and last rank, together with our own intelligent powers, he concentrates his clear 

enlightenment for the unknown union with his own hiddenness, in proportion to the degree of 

distance from conformity to God. He enlightens the second ranks by way of the first, on each 

level. Indeed, to sum up, the Deity first emerges from secrecy to revelation by way of mediation 

by those first powers. 

This, then, was what the theologian learned from the angel sent to lead him to the light. What 

he discovered was that purification, together with all those other activities of the Deity which 

are reflected through the superior beings, [305C] is spread out among all the others in 

proportion to the share that these have in the Word of God. And this was why he reasonably 

attributed to the seraphim, next to God, the property of bringing the fire of purification. Hence 

it is not out of place to say that it was a seraphim who purified the theologian. God purifies all 

beings insofar as he is himself the cause of every purification. Or rather, if I may use a more 

familiar example, there is our own hierarch. Through his deacons and his priests he brings 

purification and light. But he himself is said to purify and to illuminate, since those orders 

ordained by him attribute to him the sacred activities in which they themselves engage.122 

[305D] So, in like fashion, the angel who sacredly worked out the purification of the theologian 

attributed his own purifying understanding and power first to God, as the Cause, and then to 

the seraphim, as the initial hierarch. 

It is as if, informing the one he purified, the angel were prudently to say this: “The purification 

which I am sacredly working in you has as its source, [308A] being, creator, and cause that 

Transcendent One who led into being the first ranks, who holds and preserves them, immobile 

and unchanged in a foundation next to Him, who stirs them first of all to share in his 

providential activities.” (This is what I learned from my teacher regarding the mission123 of the 

seraphim.) “After God, the hierarch and ruler is the rank of primary beings, the one which so 

divinely instructed me in the task of purification and which, by my agency, is purifying you. 

Through their mediating efforts he who is the Cause and indeed the author of all purification 

has brought out from the domain of the hidden the workings of his own providence down to 

the point where they are available to us.” 

This was what I learned from him, and I pass them on to you. And it is up to your intelligence 

and your critical understanding to decide on one or another of the solutions to the problem 

referred to, accepting it as more likely, [308B] more reasonable, and hence closer to the truth. 

Unless, of course, you yourself have a solution closer to the real truth or have learned it from 

someone else—God having given the word124 and angels having explained what he said. And 

 
122 For example, the hierarch disrobes the candidate for baptism “by means of the deacons” in EH 2 396B 

12f.; see also EH 5 505BC 22–34 and 508A. 

123 Did Dionysius see a pun on “mission” or “apostolate” in the reference to “send” in Is 6:6? 

124 Ps 68:11 (LXX). 
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then you might be able to reveal to me, a lover of the angels, a contemplation which is clearer 

and thus more beloved to me. 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

What the traditional number of angels signifies. 

[321A] I think we also ought to reflect on the tradition in scripture that the angels number a 

thousand times a thousand and ten thousand times ten thousand.125 These numbers, enormous 

to us, square and multiply themselves and thereby indicate clearly that the ranks of the 

heavenly beings are innumerable. So numerous indeed are the blessed armies of transcendent 

intelligent beings that they surpass the fragile and limited realm of our physical numbers. Only a 

conception and understanding of their own kind—transcendent and heavenly, the blessed gift 

to them of the Deity and the all-knowing creator of wisdom—could know them and define 

them. For this transcendently real Godhead is the source of everything. It is the cause which 

gives being. It is the power holding all things together and the goal embracing all things. 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

[325D] What are the formed images of the angelic powers? the fiery property, the human likeness, 

the eyes, the nostrils, the ears, mouth, sense of touch, eyelids, eyebrows, fingers, teeth, shoulders, 

elbows and hands, heart, chest, back, feet, wings, nakedness, garments, the bright clothing, the 

clerical clothing, the belts, the sceptres, the spears, axes, plumb lines, winds, clouds, brass, electron, 

choirs, clapping, colors of different stones, the likeness of the lion, of the ox, of the eagle, the horses, 

the differences in the horses’ colors, the rivers, chariots, wheels, the previously mentioned joy of the 

angels. 

[328A] 1. So now, if you will, the eye of our intelligence is going to relax the effort by which it 

tries to reach the solitary heights of contemplation befitting the angels. We must come down to 

the plains of distinction and multiplicity, to the many variegated forms and shapes adopted by 

the angels. Then, once more, we will take off from these images, and will, by retracing, rise up 

again to the simplicity of the heavenly minds.126 

But, for a start, remember this much. The explanations of the sacred imagery indicate that the 

same ranks of heavenly beings sometimes direct in sacred things, and sometimes are themselves 

 
125 Dn 7:10; Rv 5:11. 

126 This use of the motif of procession and return is unique in the corpus in that it is the exegete who 

“comes down” and “rises up” in interpretation rather than God who descends in revelation and then returns, 

uplifting the interpreter. See CH1, note 4. 
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directed,127 that those of the last rank direct and those of the first rank are directed, that, as I 

have said already, they all have powers that are superior, intermediate, and subordinate. This 

mode of explication has nothing foolish about it. [328B] It would have been a silly mix-up and a 

stupid confusion to assert that such and such ranks are exclusively directed regarding sacred 

things by their superiors and, at the same time, that these latter are themselves directed by the 

former, or, again, that superior directs inferior and is in turn directed by the very one it has 

directed. When I say that the same beings both direct and are directed, I do not mean that 

director is directed by the very one it has directed. All I wish to say is that each rank is directed 

in sacred matters by its predecessors and that it directs those which come after it. There is 

therefore nothing odd about declaring that the holy forms described by scripture can properly 

and correctly be attributed sometimes to the superior powers, sometimes to the intermediate, 

and sometimes to the inferior. The power to be raised upward in an ever-returning movement, 

the capacity unfailingly to turn about oneself while still holding on to one’s own special powers, 

the ability to share in the power of Providence in a procession which shares with successively 

lower orders—this surely is typical of all heavenly beings, [328C] typical of some, as I have said 

often, in a transcendent and complete way, typical of others in a partial and inferior way. 

2. This question must now be discussed, and our explication must begin with the question of 

why the Word of God seems to honor the depiction of fire above all others.128 You will find that 

it depicts not only flaming wheels,129 but also burning animals130 and even men who are 

somehow aglow.131 [329A] It places masses of lighted embers surrounding these heavenly 

beings132 and rivers roaring with endless fire.133 It speaks of fiery thrones134 and invoking the 

etymology of the word “seraphim,” it describes them as on fire and attributes to them the 

characteristics and the activity of fire.135 In general, whether the reference be to high or low 

 
127 The author makes a verb out of “hierarchy,” as in “to hierarchize” or “to be hierarchized.” While the 

sense of this language is largely preserved in the translation “to direct in spiritual things,” the role of the hierarchy 

in mediating revelation should be remembered 

128 On the symbol of fire, including its nonbiblical background, and the other symbols discussed in this 

chapter, see the notes by Gandillac, CH, pp. 165ff. See also Buffière, Les mythes d’Homère et la pensée grecque 

(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1956), pp. 155f. 

129 Dn 7:9. 

130 Ez 1:13; 2 Kgs 2:11 (horses). 

131 Mt 28:3; Lk 24:4; Ez 1:4–7; Dn 10:1. 

132 Ez 1:13, 10:2. 

133 Dn 7:10. 

134 Dn 7:9. On “thrones” as a title, see CH 7 205D, note 73. Rv 4:5. 

135 Is 6:6; on “seraphim” as “heating,” see CH 7 205B. 
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within the hierarchy, the Word of God always honors the representation of fire. And indeed it 

seems to me that this imagery of fire best expresses the way in which the intelligent beings of 

heaven are like the Deity. 

Actually this is why the sacred theologians frequently describe the transcendent and shapeless 

Being as fiery.136 As an image derived from the things that are visible it does reflect, if one may 

say so, many of the characteristics of the Deity. Visible fire, after all, is, so to speak, in 

everything. It passes undiluted through everything and yet continues to be completely beyond 

them. It lights up everything and remains hidden at the same time. In itself it is undetectable 

and becomes evident only through its own workings on matter. [329B] It is unstoppable. It 

cannot be looked upon. Yet it is master of everything. Wherever it is, it changes things toward 

its own activity. It bestows itself upon all who draw near. With kindling warmth it causes 

renewal. With unveiled enlightenments it grants illumination, yet continues to be pure and 

undiluted. It makes distinctions and is nevertheless unchanging. It rises up and penetrates 

deeply. It is exalted and is never brought low. It is ever on the move, moving itself and others. It 

extends in all directions and is hemmed in nowhere. It needs no one. It grows unseen and it 

manifests its greatness wherever it is received. It is dynamic, powerful, invisibly present in 

everything. If ignored it does not seem to be there, but when friction occurs, it will seek out 

something; [329C] it appears suddenly, naturally and of itself, and soon it rises up irresistibly 

and, losing nothing of itself, it communes joyfully with everything. 

One could discover many other attributes of fire which, like images drawn from perceived 

things, can be applied to the activities of the Deity, and the connoisseurs of things sacred 

revealed their understanding of this when they described heavenly beings as fiery. In this way 

they show how closely these resemble the divine and how much they are, to the extent possible, 

imitators of God. 

3. But they also describe them with forms drawn from the realm of the human.137 For man is, 

after all, intelligent and capable of looking toward the higher things. Sturdy and upright he is, 

by nature, a leader and a ruler, and even if by comparison with the irrational animals he is least 

in the scale of the power of sense perception, [329D] still it is he who dominates all with the 

superior power of his intelligence, with the mastery deriving from rational understanding, and 

with the natural freedom and independence of his spirit. 

 
136 On God as fire (e.g., Dt 4:24), see Ep. 9 1108CD 39f. The presumed subject of The Symbolical Theology 

is the perceptible symbols for God, see below 336A 1–5. 

137 On the bodily shapes in general, the most quoted biblical passage is Dn 10:5f., followed by Ez 1:5–10. 

Other texts include Mk 16:5; Lk 24:4; Rv 4:7; and Rv 10:1f. For some of the patristic precedents for these 

interpretations, see the Gandillac notes, p. 173. Most, but not all, of the specific powers or features discussed here 

are explicitly biblical. Some seem extrapolated from the general anthropomorphic descriptions, for example, the 

sense of smell, the teeth, the heart, and the breast. 
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[332A] I also think that each of the many parts of the human body can provide us with images 

which are quite appropriate to the powers of heaven. One could say that the powers of sight138 

suggest their ability to gaze up directly toward the lights of God and, at the same time, to 

receive softly, clearly, without resistance but flexibly, purely and openly the enlightenments 

coming from the Deity, yet without emotion. The powers to discern smells139 indicate their 

capacity to welcome fully those fragrances which elude the understanding and to discern with 

understanding those opposites which must be utterly avoided. The powers of hearing140 signify 

the ability to have a knowing share of divine inspiration. [332B] Taste141 has to do with the fill of 

conceptual nourishment and their receptiveness to the divine and nourishing streams. Touch142 

is understanding how to distinguish the profitable from the harmful. Eyelids and eyebrows143 

signify the guarding of what the mind has observed of God. Adolescence and youth144 indicate 

the perennial vigor of living power. Teeth145 have to do with the skill which produces divisions 

in the intake of nourishing perfection, for it is a fact that every intelligent being, having received 

from one which is more divine the gift of a unified conception, proceeds to divide it and to 

make provision for its diffusion in order that an inferior may be lifted up as far as possible. 

[332C] Shoulders, arms,146 and also the hands147 signify acting, achieving. The heart symbolizes 

life lived in conformity to God, benevolently dispensing the life-giving power to those in its 

care. The breast148 signifies the indomitable virtue which guards the living outpourings of the 

heart underneath. The back149 reveals the bringing together of all life-giving powers. The feet150 

are the nimble movement and speed of that perpetual journey to the divine things. (Hence the 

 
138 Ez 1:18 and 10:12; Dn 10:6; Rv 4:6–8. 

139 In Tb 6:17 and 8:3, the demon has a sense of smell. See note 137. 

140 Ps 103:20. 

141 Does the author mean that the angels ate with Abraham (Gn 18:1–8) and with Lot (Gn 19:3)? 

142 An angel touched Jacob’s thigh in Gn 32:25. 

143 These terms do not appear in the Bible; see note 137. 

144 Mk 16:5. 

145 See notes 137 and 141. 

146 Dn 10:6; 2 Sm 24:16. 

147 Jg 6:21; Ps 91:12 (cited in Mt 4:6); Ez 1:8, 8:3?, 10:8, 10:21; Dn 10:10, 12:7(cited in Rv 10:5). 

148 On the heart and breast, see note 137. 

149 Ez 1:18, 10:12 (LXX). 

150 Is 6:2; Ez 1:7; Dn 10:5 (LXX); Rv 10:1f. 
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Word of God has fashioned wings151 on the feet of intelligent beings, [332D] for wings signify 

their uplifting swiftness, the climb to heaven, the ever-upward journey whose constantly 

upward thrust rises above all earthly longing. The lightness of wings symbolizes the freedom 

from all worldly attraction, their pure and untrammeled uplifting towards the heights.) The 

bare feet and body152 signify detachment, freedom, independence, the fact of being untarnished 

by anything external, the greatest possible conformity to the divine simplicity. 

[333A] 4. The simple and yet “manifold wisdom”153 clothes the naked and speaks of how they 

are accoutred. So I must therefore try to offer an explication of the sacred vestments and the 

sacred instruments attributed to the intelligent beings of heaven. I think that the shining and 

fiery robe154 symbolizes the divine form. This accords with the imagery of fire. And the power 

to illuminate is a consequence of the inheritance of heaven which is the abode of light. It makes 

all things enlightened in the mind and is enlightened in the mind. 

The priestly vestment155 signifies the capacity to guide spiritually to the divine and mysterious 

sights, and to consecrate one’s whole life. And the cinctures156 are an indication of the control 

exercised by these intelligent beings over their generative powers. They signify also their 

practice of gathering together, their unifying absorption, the harmonious ease with which they 

tirelessly circle about their own identity. [333B] 

5. The sceptres157 designate the royal power and sovereignty with which they guide the 

achievement of everything. The spears and the axes158 represent their discriminating skills amid 

the unlikeness of things, the sharp clarity and efficacy of their powers of discernment. The 

geometric and architectural equipment159 has to do with their activity in founding, building, and 

 
151 Note that the wings are considered under the human form, as variations on feet! Is 6:2; Ez 1:6, 22; Ez 

10:5–16. See also EH 4 480B 10–484A 11. 

152 Being barefooted may be implied in the washing of feet in Gn 18:4 and 19:2. The term is used in Is 

20:2–4 (LXX) but not for angels. 

153 Eph 3:10. 

154 Rv 9:17 and 15:6. See above, 328D 41 (note 131). Instead of exact references to “shining, fiery, or 

illuminating” garments, the scriptures often call the angelic robes “white”: Mt 28:3; Mk 16:5; Jn 20:12; Acts 1:10; 

Rv 4:4. 

155 Ez 9:2, 10:6–8; cf. CH 8 241BC 22f. and 35f. (“the holy stole”). Rv 1:13. 

156 Ez 9:2 (LXX); Rv 15:6. See Gandillac, CH, p. 178, n. 3. 

157 Jgs 6:21. 

158 Axes: Ez 9:2 (LXX); see CH 8 241B 23f. On a “sword” see Gn 3:24; Nm 22:23; Jos 5:13; 1 Chr 21:15f.; 

Rv 19:21 and 20:1. Angels separate the good from the bad in Mt 13:49. 

159 Ez 40:3; Am 7:7; Zec 2:1 (LXX); Rv 21:15. 
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bringing to completion, in fact they have to do with everything connected with the providence 

which uplifts and returns their subordinates. 

Occasionally the depicted instruments160 of the holy angels symbolize the judgments of God 

regarding us, [333C] some representing correcting discipline or punishing righteousness, some 

pointing to freedom from danger, the completion of discipline, the return to earlier felicity, or 

else the grant of new gifts great and small, gifts which can be seen or which are of the intellect. 

To sum up, a discerning mind would not be hard put to find a correlation between visible signs 

and invisible reality. 

6. They are also named “winds”161 as a sign of the virtually instant speed with which they 

operate everywhere, [333D] their coming and going from above to below and again from below 

to above as they raise up their subordinates to the highest peak and as they prevail upon their 

own superiors to proceed down into fellowship with and concern for those beneath them. One 

could add that the word “wind” means a spirit of the air and shows how divine and intelligent 

beings live in conformity with God. [336A] The word is an image and a symbol of the activity of 

the Deity. It naturally moves and gives life, hurrying forward, direct and unrestrained, and this 

in virtue of what to us is unknowable and invisible, namely the hiddenness of the sources and 

the objectives of its movements. “You do not know,” says scripture, “whence it comes and 

whither it goes.”162 This was all dealt with in more detail by me in The Symbolic Theology when I 

was explicating the four elements.163 

The word of God represents them also as clouds.164 This is to show that the holy and intelligent 

beings are filled in a transcendent way with hidden light. Directly and without arrogance they 

have been first to receive this light, and as intermediaries, they have generously passed it on so 

far as possible to those next to them. They have a generative power, [336B] a life-giving power, 

a power to give increase and completion, for they rain understanding down and they summon 

the breast which receives them to give birth to a living tide. 

7. The Word of God furthermore attributes to the heavenly beings the form of bronze, of 

electrum, of multicolored stones, and if it does so the reason lies in the fact that electrum,165 

which contains gold and silver,166 symbolizes both the incorruptible, priceless, unfailing, and 

 
160 Rv 8:6, 14:14–17, 20:1. 

161 Ps 104:4; Heb 1:7; perhaps Ps 18:10 and Dn 7:2. 

162 Jn 3:8. 

163 On The Symbolic Theology, see DN 1 597B, note 89. 

164 Ez 1:4, 10:3; Rv 10:1. The biblical symbol for God as a cloud is mentioned in DN 1 596C 30. 

165 Ez 1:4, 1:27, 8:2. 

166 Ez 1:7, 40:3; Dn 10:6. 
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unpolluted radiance of gold as well as the gleam, the gloss, [336C] the splendor, and the 

heavenly glow of silver. As for bronze it recalls either fire or gold, for the reasons given. With 

regard to the multicolored stones,167 these must be taken to work symbolically as follows: white 

for light, red for fire, yellow for gold, green for youthful vitality. 

Indeed you will find that each form carries an uplifting explanation of the representational 

images. But since I think I have dealt as much as I can with this matter, I feel we should now 

move on to the sacred explication of those animal figures attributed by scripture to the 

intelligent beings of heaven. 

[336D] 8. Consider the form of the lion.168 It must be taken as revealing their powerful 

indomitable command. And the heavenly beings approximate as much as they can the 

hiddenness of the unspeakable Deity, by covering the tracks of their own intellects. Humbly 

and mysteriously they draw a veil over the upward journey of divine enlightenment. 

[337A] The figure of the ox169 is a token of strength and of might, of the capacity to plough 

deeply the furrows of knowledge on which the fertile rains of heaven will fall. The horns are a 

mark of the power to guard and to be invincible. 

The eagle170 tells of regal might, of the thrust to the pinnacle, of the speeding wing, of the 

agility, readiness, speed, and cunning to locate nourishing food, of the contemplation which is 

freely, directly, and unswervingly turned in stout elevations of the optical powers toward those 

generously abundant rays of the divine sunshine. 

Horses171 mean obedience and docility. Their whiteness is the gleam of their kinship with the 

light of God; their blue color is the sign of hiddenness, [337B] the red is the power and sweep of 

fire; the piebald is the alliance of opposite extremes, and the capacity to move from one to the 

other, that adaptability of superior to inferior and of inferior to superior which comes of return 

and providence.172 

 
167 Rv 4:3, 21:19–21. 

168 Ez 1:10, 10:14; Rv 4:7 and 10:3. “Thy footprints were unseen,” Ps 77:19. 

169 Ez 1:10 and Rv 4:7 mention oxen, but with a term different from that of Pseudo Dionysius. Horns are 

usually depicted in the Bible as malevolent, except for the lamb in Rv 5:6. 

170 Ez 1:10, 10:14; Dn 7:4; Rv 4:7. Ex 19:4? God is depicted as an eagle in Dt 32:11. Looking into the sun is 

part of the myth of the eagle. 

171 2 Kgs 2:11 and 6:17; Zec 1:8–10, 6:1–5; Rv 6:1–8, 19:14. 

172 The colors of these horses are not exactly those of Zec 1:8, 6:2f., or Rv 6:3–7. They are closest to Zec 6 

insofar as “navy blue” is close to black. See Gandillac, CH, p. 187. The movement from superior to inferior is that 

of providential “procession,” the movement from inferior “up” to superior is that of the “return” or “reversion” to 

the divine. See DN 4, note 160. 
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If I did not have to keep in mind a due sense of proportion in my discourse, I could reflect upon 

the individual parts and the physical details of those animals mentioned by me. One could 

rightly apply them, in terms of dissimilar similarities,173 to the powers of heaven. Thus, their 

anger is an image of intellectual bravery of which anger is the outermost echo; their desire is 

that longing felt by the angels in the presence of God;174 and indeed, to put the matter briefly, 

all the feelings and all the various parts of the irrational animals uplift us to immaterial 

conceptions and to the unifying powers of the heavenly beings. 

[337C] Not only do these things suffice to the wise but the explanation of one incongruous 

image suffices for the like-mannered interpretation of comparable ones.175 

9. I must now look at the reason for applying to heavenly beings the titles of rivers, wheels, and 

chariots. The rivers of fire176 signify those divine channels which are forever dispensing their 

generous and unchecked flow and nourishing with their life-giving fruitfulness. The chariots177 

signify the fellowship binding together beings of the same order. As for the winged wheels178 

which go ahead with neither twist nor swerve, [337D] these have to do with the power to keep 

right on along the straight road, directly and without wandering off, and all this because the 

wheel of their intelligence is guided in a way which has nothing in it of this world. Yet it is 

possible that the iconography of the wheels of the mind be explained by another uplifting [of 

the mind from perceptible images to intelligent meanings].179 For, as the theologian has pointed 

out, they are called “Gelgel,”180 which in Hebrew signifies both “revolving.” and “revealing.” 

[340A] Those Godlike wheels of fire “revolve” about themselves in their ceaseless movement 

around the Good, and they “reveal” since they expose hidden things, and lift up the mind from 

below and carry the most exalted enlightenments down to the lowliest. 

Finally, I must explain something about what scripture intends in the reference to the joy of the 

heavenly ranks. Now these ranks could never experience the pleasures we draw from the 

 
173 For the expression “dissimilar similarities,” see also CH 2 137D 44 to 140A 1, 141C 37, 144A 5, and 

145A 14. 

174 See CH 2 141D on courage and desire. 

175 As at the end of The Divine Names (DN 13 981C), the author suggests that the method he has presented 

can be applied to other cases. 

176 Dn 7:10; Ez 47:1 (cited in Rv 22:1). Regarding fire, see above, 328D 36 to 329C 38 

177 2 Kgs 2:11, 6:17; Ps 104:3; Zec 6:1–8. 

178 Ez 1:15–21, 10:1–13; Dn 7:9 has fiery wheels. 

179 This is a rare use of the term “anagogy” or uplifting to mean “an interpretation.” While the author 

usually avoids this technical usage of Origen and successors, it also appears in CH 1 121 C 34, CH 2 145B 22f., and 

EH 473B 16; see also CH 15 336C 32–34. 

180 Gelgel: Ez 10:13 (LXX). 
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passions. The reference therefore is to the way they participate in the divine joy caused by the 

finding of the lost.181 They undergo a truly divine sense of well-being, the good and generous 

delight at the providence and salvation of those who are returned to God. They are unspeakably 

happy in the way that, occasionally, sacred men are happy when God arranges for divine 

enlightenments to visit them. 

[340B] This, then, is what I have to say regarding the sacred representations. Perhaps it falls a 

good deal short of making everything clear. Nevertheless I believe it will keep us from the 

wretchedness of being stuck in the fictional appearances. Perhaps it may also be objected that I 

have not mentioned all the powers, all the acts and all the images referred to by scripture in 

regard to the angels. This is true. But in leaving certain things out, it was in recognition of the 

fact that I am at a loss when it comes to understanding their transcendent reality. What I really 

needed was the light of a guide to these. The omission of matters similar to those with which I 

have been dealing may be explained by a twofold concern of mine, not to overextend my 

discourse and to honor in respectful silence the hidden things which are beyond me.1 

 

 
181 LK 15:7–10; the term is used of human joy in Jn 16:22–24. 

1 Pseudo-Dionysius, Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works, ed. John Farina, trans. Colm Luibheid and 

Paul Rorem, The Classics of Western Spirituality (New York; Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1987), 143–191. 


