
 [K]αὶ αὐτὸς Ἰησοῦς, (ὁ θεαρχικώτατος νοῦς καὶ ὑπερούσιος, ἡ πάσης ἱεραρχίας 
ἁγιαστείας τε καὶ θεουργίας ἀρχὴ καὶ οὐσία καὶ θεαρχικωτάτη δύναμις, (. . .). 2  

 Methodological concerns 
 A common tendency in the study of Neoplatonism and its relation to Early Chris-
tianity is to examine the thought of Church Fathers, and other Christian thinkers, 
as the unknown author of the  CD , on the premises of mere appropriation or adap-
tation of, or response to, or even distortion of, the originality of the Neoplatonic 
tradition. A particular instantiation of this tendency is to see the works of Diony-
sius the Areopagite through the lenses of the Neoplatonic currents of his times. 3  
Modern research offers relatively few opportunities of a  per se  consideration and 
evaluation of the Areopagitic contributions to Late Antique and Early Christian 
thought. 4  It seems that a consensus has been established in the scholarship to 
resort to Proclean, or Iamblichean, or other Neoplatonic influences, in order to 
ground an enquiry into Dionysius’ philosophical and theological paths. 5  

 This practice becomes evident in the study of the central ritualistic activity 
in Late Antiquity, that of “theurgy” (θεουργί α). 6  In his introduction to the first 
edition of  Aristotle Transformed , in 1990, Sir Richard Sorabji made a substan-
tial statement on the relation between Iamblichus and Dionysius. He said that 
“Pseudo-Dionysius appropriates Iamblichus’ ideas for Christianity,” and “he even 
applies his [Iamblichus’] word ‘theurgy’ to the Christian sacraments.” 7  More-
over, in his article “Neoplatonic Theurgy and Dionysius the Areopagite” ( 1999 ) 
Gregory Shaw concluded, among other things, that: a) there is no real distinction 
between Iamblichean and Dionysian theurgy, b) a proper understanding of Iambli-
chus suffices for grasping the Christian theurgy of the Areopagite as an example 
of theurgy that is already defined in  De Mysteriis , and c) Christian Ecclesiology 
develops at odds to the natural cosmos. 8  

 The Introductory chapter to this volume offers several considerations about the 
relation between Platonism and Christian thought and touches upon the need for 
one to be aware both of the different grounds and the directions of their respec-
tive traditions. Therefore, I shall not enter here into further details. What I wish 
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to remind the reader of though, is the need of being sensitive with respect to the 
premises that animate any discussion on the appropriation of Platonism by Chris-
tian thinkers. In spite of the temptation of reading the Areopagite Neoplatonically, 
there is an important Christian modification and variety of the metaphysical, cos-
mological, and epistemological principles that govern the development and struc-
ture of the Dionysian system. 9  

 The implications of this for theurgy are enormous. It would suffice here to 
address just a crucial one. The understanding of the creation of the cosmos by 
one God, Triune in Persons but one in substance, annihilates the premise that 
governs the rationale of Iamblichean theurgy, as it is illustrated in passage T2 
below. For there, Iamblichus says that “(. . .) the theurgic art discovers in general, 
in accordance with the properties of each of the gods, the receptacles adapted to 
them (προσφόρους ὑποδοχὰς)” and then proceeds to compositions that enable the 
implementation of theurgy. So for Iamblichus the condition that allows for theurgy 
is that the sensible world bears similarities, or commonalities proportionate to 
the multitude of divine entities, of gods, and these suitable receptacles facilitate 
the theurgic process further. The Areopagite, however, moves far beyond Iam-
blichus’ understanding, when he asserts that the provider of the theurgic myster-
ies (θεουργὰ μυστήρια) is Christ Himself, and that Christian theurgy is founded 
on a concrete, initial historical event which Dionysius calls “archetypal dinner” 
(τυπικὴ τραπέζωσις). 10  Thus, for the Areopagite, theurgy is not an art depending 
for its efficacy on the similarities of the sensible world to the world of gods, but a 
novel historical event associated with God’s physical presence in the world and a 
certain new theandric activity. 11  

 Moreover, there is no doubt that Dionysius purposely employs a vocabulary 
that is correctly acknowledged as Neoplatonic, mostly Proclean. 12  But this, in my 
opinion, does not suffice to call him a Neoplatonist with all the respective conse-
quences. There has been much discussion on this issue in the literature and many 
substantial points have been raised. My point here is a simple one: a vocabulary, a 
linguistic quiver does not bear any  a priori  qualification. It is just a language. And, 
indeed, Greek language, which supplies the Neoplatonic vocabulary, is a common 
achievement of Late Antique culture shared by people who may well adhere to 
different traditions, though living at the same time and place. 13  For instance, at 
the same time as the works of Clement circulate in the Christian communities in 
Alexandria, Ammonius Saccas educates the founder of Neoplatonism, Plotinus. All 
I am saying is that linguistic affinities do not suffice to qualify a thinker either way. 
To make it more explicit: I do not mean that one should take the coexistence of 
Christian literature with Plotinus as evidence of their commonality. On the contrary. 
The example of the Alexandrine milieu wants to say that although we encounter 
the same technical language in use both by Christians and non-Christians, still the 
orientation of its use may well be different. 14  

 There is a detail that could resolve the persistent question why Dionysius chose 
to use the distinctive vocabulary of Neoplatonism. The literature has viewed the 
possibilities that the Areopagite is either a Christian who purposely uses a Neo-
platonic vocabulary as a “Trojan horse” to invade and demolish the construction 
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of Neoplatonic theology and metaphysics in favour of Christianity; or even that 
he is a Neoplatonist who modified an originally Neoplatonic doctrine in order to 
manipulate the Christians in defence of Neoplatonism. 15  There is a third possibil-
ity however, which, in my opinion, goes beyond the stance of regarding Platonism 
and Christian thought in such a competitive, even suspicious manner. Here is 
my thought. If Dionysius really is a Christian who relies on Scripture and who, 
although not a direct disciple of St Paul, however listens faithfully to him and 
aligns himself to him, then he should really imitate the Pauline attitude: “(. . .) and 
for the Jews I became like a Jew, in order to bring Jews with me; to those under the 
law I became like one under the law, to bring with me those being under the law; 
(. . .) I have become everything for everyone, so I might save some by all means.” 16  
Here we have the straightforward statement of St Paul that defines his life and 
work. If Dionysius is a faithful disciple of St Paul, then he should definitely have 
adhered to his teacher’s way of being and acting. This would be enough, I think, 
to explain why the Areopagite employs a Neoplatonic language. He addresses the 
people of his time by means of their proper tools of understanding. His strategy is 
not far away from St Paul’s method of addressing the Athenians. 

 Another dimension of the Areopagite’s intended use of Neoplatonic language 
is, I believe, worth mentioning, since it shows the multifaceted personality of 
this author, who apart from being a Christian, maintains Platonism in his capac-
ity to embrace all that is  good  and  beautiful . Plato says, in the  Epinomis  987de: 
“we should also take that, whatever the Greeks receive from the barbarians, they 
elaborate it so that it becomes even better to its end.” 17  This is a Platonic maxim 
that applies not only to the specific context of the worship of the stars, but–as any 
typical reader familiar with Platonism would easily confirm–Neoplatonic thought 
in its entirety. This maxim applied by Dionysius motivates him to gather all that 
is good and beautiful in the Greek tradition of his times, that is the Neoplatonic 
apparatus, and uses it in his  synthesis . 18  In other words, the Neoplatonic material 
in the Dionysian Corpus serves as an  apt receptacle  (ἐπιτήδειος ὑποδοχή), so to 
say, for the diachronic reception of the Pauline teaching in the  Acts  in front of 
the Areopagus. 19  One may, of course, think that this argument is, at least, anach-
ronistic, since the intellectual conditions of the fifth century are different: the 
decadence of Hellenistic thought in the first century, St Paul met with in Ath-
ens, should not be compared with the solid construction of the Athenian Neopla-
tonism. Even so, the Areopagite sees that the question on God remains unsolved 
even in his milieu of the fifth century. 

 In the light of the above, different contexts should also be paid attention to. 
One may think of Proclus᾽ usage of the term παραγωγή in a standard emana-
tive context, in The  Elements of Theology  and elsewhere, which should not be 
confused with the Dionysian use in a rather creationist context. 20  Thus, the claim 
that the Areopagite “(. . .) even applies his [Iamblichus’] word ‘theurgy’ to the 
Christian sacraments” should not be taken without qualification. There is indeed 
a certain amount of truth in Sorabji’s claim; it is safe to conclude that Diony-
sius had read Iamblichus, 21  or, in any case, knew about  De Mysteriis  through his 
overall relation with, and influence from, Athenian Neoplatonism, and therefore 
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makes use of the same word. 22  In addition, one could also count on there being 
no identifiable Christian influence on Dionysius on the matter. As Peter Struck 
notes, “unlike, say, the term  theologia , which has not only Neoplatonic but also 
Patristic legacies, theurgy simply lacks other significant contexts than the nar-
row Neoplatonic one.” 23  But, despite the fact that Dionysian theurgy “is artic-
ulated in a variety of Neoplatonic terms especially reminiscent of the technical 
metaphysics of Proclus’  The Elements of Theology ,” 24  such an appropriation 
of the word “theurgy” by no means indicates that along with it the Areopagite 
receives, and reproduces, the specifics of a content elaborated in a Neoplatonic 
mindset. 

 Iamblichean influences and provenance 
 What I wish to do in this section is to provide the reader with some specifics 
that highlight the formation of the Iamblichean theurgic tradition, and which will 
allow her to discern similarities but also fundamental divergences between Iam-
blichus and Dionysius on the matter. There should not be substantial doubt about 
a certain amount of Iamblichus’ background to the Dionysian development of 
theurgy. I suspect that the Areopagite might have been,  inter alia , in the mind of 
John Dillon when the latter noted that “what is more worthy of attention, how-
ever, is the philosophical justification which he [Iamblichus] employs in defence 
of theurgy, and the importance which this has for the sacramental theology of 
the later Greek Christian Fathers.” 25  To summarise the common practices in the 
literature, there are at least two ways which may lead one to affirm Iamblichus’ 
echoes in the Areopagite. One is to go through textual evidence; I would call that 
an “internal” verification of Iamblichus’ influence on Dionysius. This has been 
persuasively implemented by Paul Rorem in his highly influential study on the 
Biblical and Liturgical symbols in the works of the Areopagite. 26  Gregory Shaw 
has summed up Rorem’s argument, in a part of which is found the position that the 
Dionysian division of three classes of worshippers is borrowed from Iamblichus, 
“who had distinguished three classes of souls and three forms of worship in the 
 De Mysteriis .” 27  

 The other way is to go through a rather simple consideration of the historical 
development of Late Antique philosophy, after Plotinus. I would call that an 
“external” grounding of Dionysius’ Iamblichean background. Here is what I 
have in mind. With Plotinus we are introduced into a path of Platonism where 
deification, “likeness to God” (ὁμοίωσις θεῷ), is achieved by the exclusive 
means of an intellectual activity proper that pulls the parts of the soul upwards, 
unifies the soul with the Intellect, and then both reach the completion of their 
conversion in a solitary encounter with the One. This is indeed a Platonic antici-
pation already expressed in Plato’s  Theaetetus  176b. Apparently, this Plotinian 
elaboration has left later Neoplatonists unsatisfied with regard to the destiny 
that Plotinus’ interpretation of “likeness to God” reserves for matter and the 
“sensible” (αἰσθητόν), in general. 28  Iamblichus seems to be one of these dissatis-
fied people. One could recall, for instance, the respect and care with which he 



Theurgy in Dionysius the Areopagite 155

addresses “matter” (ὕλη) as he considers it a divine and pure product of the 
Father and the Maker of all. 29  I do believe that Iamblichus’ positive attitude 
towards matter is definitely an additional good reason for the Areopagite to have 
shown interest in him. 30  

 For Iamblichus θεουργία is a term that “refers to the religious rituals–prayers, 
sacrifices, divinations–performed by the theurgist: it is one of a number of 
words–θεουργία,  μυσταγωγία ,  ἱερὰ ἁγιαστεία ,  ἱερουργία ,  θρησκεία ,  ἱερατικὴ 
τέχνη ,  θεοσοφία ,  ἡ θεία ἐπιστήμη–which  have all more or less the same meaning 
and which are frequently simply translated  théurgie  by E. des Places in his edi-
tion of Iamblichus’  de Mysteriis .” 31  

 Theurgy and  epitēdeiotēs  
 A core idea that shapes the grounds for the development of Iamblichean theurgy 
is the following. Divinity is present in the cosmos in such a way that it perme-
ates the worthiest men to become its agents, in a manner proportional to their 
receptive capacity or “ἐπιτηδειότης”. 32  Epitēdeiotēs (aptitude) is a central con-
cept in Late Antique thought. 33  It is already present in the thought of Clement of 
Alexandria and Alexander of Aphrodisias. Both of them resort to it in exemplify-
ing the relation between Aristotelian potentiality and actuality. It is presumably 
through Alexander that the concept was received by Plotinus, who elaborated it 
further, and since figures constantly in the accounts of Late Neoplatonists, 34  while 
it receives new content in the thought of the Areopagite whose formulations found 
fertile grounds in the works of St Maximus the Confessor. 35  

 In its metaphysical context,  epitēdeiotēs  amounts to a kind of prerequisite 
for the reception of divinity. 36  From this point of view, it is safe to assert that 
Iamblichus’ use of the concept in his theurgic context remains within the Neo-
platonic mainstream where  epitēdeiotēs  is–since Plotinus–associated with a pas-
sive potency. 37  That is, it is associated with a capacity of an entity to undergo a 
change caused by an agent. 38  I say “is associated” and not “is identical” precisely 
because  epitēdeiotēs  is not merely about a “potency” (δύναμις) that would be the 
necessary condition for an alteration, transformation or change; rather, it is about 
that which gives potency to the “green light” for actualisation. In other words, I 
agree with Sambursky who has argued that  epitēdeiotēs  is the “sufficient” (not 
the “necessary”) condition for a change. 39  If that is so, then  epitēdeiotēs  is addi-
tional to a correspondent potency. 

 But with Iamblichus, things seem to get a bit paradoxical at this point. It is very 
interesting to see how he exemplifies this prerequisite for the reception of divinity 
in his theurgic account, by focusing on the role water plays in preparing one to 
receive divinity. His case study is the oracle at Colophon: 

 [T1] (. . .) [F]or the divine does not permeate what partakes in a fragmented 
[διαστατῶς] and divided [μεριστῶς] manner, but it is by exercising its power 
from without, and illuminating the spring, that it fills it with its own prophetic 
power. Still, not every inspiration that the water gives is from the god, but 
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this only bestows [ἐμποιεῖ] the receptivity [ἐπιτηδειότης] and purification of 
the luminous spirit in us, through which we are able to receive the god [δι᾽ ἣν 
δυνατοὶ γιγνόμεθα χωρεῖν τὸν θεόν]. 40  

 There is something remarkable in this passage. For here Iamblichus seems to 
revert the order: “potency” led by “ epitēdeiotēs ” into “accommodating divin-
ity” I referred to above. In his theurgic account, the material elements seem to 
be welcome into a rather paradoxical play. Namely, to provide  externally  to the 
patient the potency for the reception of divinity, a potency that – if my interpre-
tation is correct – was not present to the subject before. 41  If this is so, and if this 
is not just an Iamblichean posture but rather a distinctive characteristic of pagan 
theurgy, then one can have an additional explanation of why Plotinus would 
never consider seriously the detrimental philosophical consequences of theurgy. 
In any case, and apart from the theoretical problems the prioritisation of matter 
raises to the intellectual pillar of Neoplatonism, what becomes evident above 
is that Iamblichus’ theurgic account is built upon the capacity that entities–
whether ensouled or inanimate–obtain by means of material–theurgic–objects, 
to accommodate divinity. This Iamblichean understanding of aptitude seems to 
differ from Dionysius’ for whom the ecclesiastical hierarchy and order is built 
around one God, in accordance with beings’ “θεοδόχον ἐπιτηδειότητα” (god-
receiving aptitude), the latter not depending on theurgic material elements. 42  
Interestingly, but not surprisingly, Iamblichus never describes  epitēdeiotēs  as 
“god-receiving.” 

 Theurgy as  technē  
 Moreover, the reality of Iamblichus’ theurgy expands over a rationale that is 
reflected in his description of the function of theurgic art: 

 [T2] Observing this, and discovering in general, in accordance with the 
properties of each of the gods, the receptacles adapted to them [προσφόρους 
ὑποδοχὰς], the theurgic art [θεουργικὴ τέχνη] in many cases links together 
stones, plants, animals, aromatic substances, and other such things that are 
sacred [ἱερὰ], perfect [τέλεια] and godlike [θεοειδῆ], and then from all these 
composes an integrated and pure receptacle [ὑποδοχὴν ὁλοτελὴ καὶ καθαρὰν]. 43  

 As far as I can see, Iamblichus’ theurgic attitude towards sensible objects seems 
to have no parallel in Plotinus’  Enneads . Speaking so, by no means would I 
come to question Plotinus’ sensitivity towards living beings and nature in gen-
eral. There is plenty of evidence offered by Porphyry in his  Life of Plotinus  that 
confirms the unique qualities of Plotinus as a man with care for sensible beings. 44  
Unlike the theurgic tradition, in the view of Plotinus, 45  the material world is 
something to be left behind (or beneath). Irrespective of how one would read 
this passage, whether one would go for crediting Iamblichus with an  a priori  
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qualification of material objects as “sacred,” “perfect” and “godlike,” or would 
agree that this qualification occurs after magical spells have transformed the con-
stitution of the objects so as to become divine, 46  one thing is clear. For Iambli-
chus material objects are a substantial component of his theurgic actualisation 
of deification. What is not quite clear though, is how Iamblichus has come to 
acknowledge the divine-likeness (θεοείδεια) of all these materials. Perhaps, an 
answer could be found behind his alignment with Egyptian theurgy, a distinctive 
characteristic of which were to “imitate the nature of the universe and the cre-
ative activity of the Gods.” 47  However the case may be, one would be reasonably 
tempted to bring the Areopagite closer to Iamblichus rather than to Plotinus, in 
this regard. 

 As every art is performed by an artist, “theurgic  technē ” needs an agent too. 
This is the “theurgist” (θεουργός). For Iamblichus, a theurgist is a purified human 
being, an initiated earthly agent focused on intellectual life, who enacts divine and 
divinising works upon beings: 

 [T3] Those, on the other hand, who conduct their lives in accordance with 
intellect alone and the life according to intellect, and who have been freed 
from the bonds of nature, practise an intellectual and incorporeal rule of 
sacred procedure in respect of all the departments of theurgy. 48  

 Note the significance of this passage. For it shows how difficult, even superficial, 
it would be to detach theurgy from the fundament of Neoplatonism, that is, the 
intellectual activity. 49  Clearly, Iamblichus builds upon Plotinus by asserting that 
the precondition for becoming a theurgist is the achievement of a proper intel-
lectual life. 50  Purification is understood as the detachment from earthly matters 
by means of a life governed by the intellect. Such a purified being, a theurgist, is 
befitted with the power of the unutterable symbols (συνθήματα), which transform 
him, as it were, from an ordinary human being into a divine being, and enable him 
to perform acts with powers alien to “common” mortals: 

 [T4] The theurgist, through the power of arcane symbols, commands cosmic 
entities no longer as a human being or employing a human soul but, existing 
above them in the order of gods, uses threats greater that are consistent with 
his own proper essence (. . .). 51  

 The basic component, or characteristic, of this “ontological upgrade” of the theur-
gist is that he receives a power belonging to gods, which renders him nothing 
other than a divine agent. Yet, such a person remains a man, a human being, after 
the  temporary  theurgic deifying process is completed. 52  This last remark brings 
Iamblichus’ understanding of a theurgist in perfect contrast to the Areopagite’s. 
For the latter, as it is evident in passage T6 below, does not speak of a temporary 
theurgic effect taking place on the theurgist but of the permanent novel theandric 
activity of God having become man. 
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 Dionysian novelty 
 At the opening of this chapter it was said that the term θεουργία is exclusively 
used by the Areopagite in a twofold manner. It refers a) to the works of Christ in 
His earthly historical presence, and b) to the whole divine providential, creative, 
sustaining, and divinising divine activity and work of God. For Dionysius theurgy 
and its derivative “theurgist” (θεουργός) applies exclusively to Christ, the God-
Man. A being perfectly human and, at the same time, perfect God – that is to 
be acknowledged in two natures “inconfusedly” (ἀσυγχύτως), “unchangeably” 
(ἀτρέπτως), “indivisibly” (ἀδιαιρέτως) and “inseparably” (ἀχωρίστως), as the 
Council of Chalcedon had established. 53  So the first case is about the source of the 
Christian sacramental tradition, in which the predominant position is reserved for 
the “liturgy” (λειτουργία) or “eucharist” (εὐχαριστία). 54  The term Dionysius uses 
is “σύναξις” (gathering-together). 55  The core meaning of the liturgy develops on 
the grounds of the reiteration of the initiative established by Christ with the Last 
Supper. The general scope of the liturgical reality in the works of the Areopagite 
is the “celebration of the acts of God, especially, and centrally the divine activity 
manifest in the Incarnation of Jesus.” 56  The Eucharist along with the baptism and 
the sacrament of the oil is the first sacramental triad that expounds the services of 
the ordination, the monastic consecration, and the funeral. 57  

 Indeed, a careful reader of the Corpus would easily come to confirm these two 
directions and would have to admit that, consequently, for Dionysius a theurgist 
could not be anyone else than Christ Himself. It becomes immediately obvious 
that the first dimension of Dionysian theurgy brings about the much-debated topic 
of Christology in the works of the Areopagite. 58  I shall abstain from entering into 
it here, not only because this would lead us far off the scope of the present chapter, 
but also because the treatment of this question has nowadays arrived at a positive 
conclusion favouring the definite Christological character of the Corpus. 59  Yet, I 
shall focus on some passages of strong Christological taste that substantiate my 
argument. In the  Ecclesiastical Hierarchy  Dionysius shows in a quite straight 
forward way that theurgy and everything related to it stems from, depends on, and 
associates with Christ Himself: 

 [T5] For thus, as the Word of God [θεολογία] has taught us who feast at 
his Banquet, even Jesus Himself–the most supremely Divine Mind 
[θεαρχικώτατος νοῦς] and superessential [ὑπερούσιος], the Source and 
Essence [ἀρχὴ καὶ οὐσία], and most supremely Divine Power of every 
Hierarchy [ἱεραρχίας] and Sanctification [ἁγιαστείας] and Divine operation 
[theurgy, θεουργίας]–illuminates the blessed Beings who are superior to us, 
in a manner more clear, and at the same time more intellectual, and assimi-
lates them to His own Light, as far as possible (. . .). 60  

 This passage confirms that Dionysius in no way promotes a multitude of gods 
that distribute a certain theurgic capacity to their recipients through intermedi-
ate entities or material items, as the water of the oracle of Colophon. Against the 
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Neoplatonic multiplicity of higher and lower divine entities that bestows theurgic 
properties on worthy men by means of material items, here we have a straight-
forward statement that the principle, source, substance, and power of theurgy is 
one Triune God, 61  the God-Man (θεάνθρωπος), Christ himself, the source of all 
powers and activities. One may rightly object that the term  theanthrōpos  is not 
employed by Dionysius. The Areopagite, however, does acknowledge identifica-
tion, or–more accurately– unification  (ἕνωσις) of divinity with mankind. He does 
so in several ways throughout his Corpus, the most characteristic perhaps, being 
the debated conclusion of his 4th Epistle. 

 [T6] For, even, to speak summarily He was not man, not as not being man, 
but as being from men was beyond men, and was above man, having truly 
been born man, and for the rest, not having done things Divine as God, nor 
things human as man, but exercising for us a certain new God-incarnate 
energy [θεανδρικὴν ἐνέργειαν] of God having become man. 62  

 Had Dionysius not used “theurgy” anywhere else in the Corpus, passages T5 and 
T6 alone would suffice to demonstrate the absence of Neoplatonic orientation in 
his mind with regards to theurgy. In other words, were the sentence “καινήν τινα 
τὴν θεανδρικὴν ἐνέργειαν ἡμῖν πεπολιτευμένος,” and especially its content, miss-
ing from the works of the Areopagite, any attempt to claim novelty in the manner 
he regards theurgy would be totally hopeless. This new “theandric activity,” that 
since the 1960s has caused a scholarly debate and offered reasons to regard it as 
an “objective link between Dionysius and Proclus,” as Henri-Dominique Saffrey 
had proposed, 63  is repeatedly acknowledged in several places throughout the  CD . 
I take one passage from the  Celestial Hierarchy  to be of relevance here: 

 [T7] Thus, for example, the most divine Gabriel instructed [ἐμυσταγώγει] 
Zachariah, the Hierarch, that the son who was to be born to him, beyond hope, 
by Divine grace, should be a prophet of the God-incarnate work of the Lord 
Jesus [τῆς (. . .) ἀνδρικῆς τοῦ Ἰησοῦ θεουργίας], to be manifested to the world 
for its salvation, as becomes the Divine goodness; and he revealed to Mary, 
how, in her, should be born the supremely Divine mystery of the unutterable 
God-formation [τὸ θεαρχικὸν τῆς ἀφθέγκτου θεοπλαστίας μυστήριον]. 64  

 This passage depicts, as a matter of fact, the prophetic vision of an event without 
equivalent in the history of mankind and the cosmos; namely the entry and pres-
ence of God in history, in the Incarnation of Logos in the person of Jesus the Son 
of God, the Son of man. The Areopagite’s persistence on describing with theurgy 
the acts of Christ is evidenced in another significant passage from the  Ecclesi-
astical Hierarchy , which is concluded by the Dionysian view of theurgy as the 
consummation of theology: 

 [T8] (. . .) the one [Old Testament] affirms the  theurgies  of Jesus to come 
[τὰς ἐσομένας Ἰησοῦ θεουργίας], and the other [New Testament] fulfils them. 
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Just as the former wrote the truth in figures, the latter demonstrates its pres-
ence [παροῦσαν]. The  completed performance  [τελεσιουργία] in the latter 
confirms the truth of things foretold in the former, and  theurgy  is the consum-
mation of theology [καὶ ἔστι τῆς θεολογίας ἡ θεουργία συγκεφαλαίωσις]. 65  

 This is about a particular, concrete frame, introduced by the Areopagite, which 
leaves little room for holding the view that Dionysius thinks of theurgy in Neopla-
tonist, whether Iamblichean or Proclean, or any other terms. What is common in 
passages T5–T8 is the strong Christocentric background of the Dionysian concept 
of theurgy. Dionysian Christocentricity, overall, and with regards to theurgy, was 
pointed out by Fr. Andrew Louth who affirmed that “Dionysius seems much more 
Christocentric than has often been allowed.” 66  

 The second frame from within which Dionysian theurgy emerges is Dio-
nysius’ approach to the knowability of God and all that comes along with it 
about the knowledge of the cosmos as made by God. In a wonderful summary 
of Dionysius’ approach Fr. Georges Florovsky helps to reveal the springs of 
Dionysian theurgy: 

 God is revealed and acts and is present in creatures – a creature exists and 
abides and lives by virtue of this Divine Omnipresence. God is present in the 
world not in his own essence, which always remains unattainable, unknow-
able, and ineffable, but in his ‘works’ and his goodness, which come from 
the incommunicable God as an abundant current and which gives commu-
nion to what exists. He abides in the world in his ‘creative emanations’ and 
‘beneficial providences,’  in his powers and energies . In his self-revelation 
to the world, God is cognisable and comprehensible. This means that God is 
comprehensible only through revelation. 67  

 The Areopagite can speak about theurgy, since he acknowledges that God has 
revealed Himself. This revelation entails divine action, which precisely points to 
the understanding of θεουργία as  ergon theou  where the “theou” is a subjective 
genitive, as we shall see below. Strikingly, Florovsky reveals another–hidden up 
to now–interpretation of Dionysian theurgy. For if creatures “exist” and “abide” 
and “live” by virtue of the “Divine Omnipresence,” then creatures are manifes-
tations of theurgy as well. We, human beings, are theurgic “products.” This is 
novel indeed. For, even if one would come to argue that the idea of Divine Omni-
presence is not an Areopagitic innovation, but rather an old Platonic conception 
detailed, at least, by Plotinus, in  Enneads  VI.4 and 5, Florovsky makes perfectly 
clear the distinction, implicit in Dionysius, between divine essence and activity, 
which differs from Plotinus’ doctrine of double activity. 

 In Plotinian theology, God, the One,  has  (or, better,  is ) a double activity. 68  The 
inner activity of the One would correspond to the divine essence Florovsky refers 
to. But the Plotinian illustration of the external activity of the One leaves no doubt 
that–as a matter of fact–it is about the “essence” of the One that overflows. The 
external activity that emanates is nothing other than an excess of the very inner 
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activity. So for Plotinus there is no distinction between divine essence and activ-
ity, because the cosmos comes to be emanatively, eternally, and therefore neces-
sary. For Plotinus there is no such a precosmic state (or, better, non-state) “when 
there was” no external activity of the One. Only a doctrine of creation “saves” 
God’s freedom from the necessity of identifying creation with His essence. This 
insight is crucial, I believe. For, taken to its extreme, shows that, from the Diony-
sian Christian point of view, there is no real “theurgy” in Neoplatonism. 69  

 Theurgy as goodness 
 Florovsky does not forget to mention divine Goodness, which indeed pervades 
the Corpus, and is the main theme of  Chapter 4  of the  Divine Names . “Ἀγαθότης” 
is a divine name that has a long history before Dionysius and which, in the cos-
mological context, links him directly with Plato’s  Timaeus . What is significant 
in connection with Dionysian theurgy is that the Areopagite offers another hint 
of the divine origin of  theurgia  by making up a term similar to it: “agathurgy” 
(ἀγαθουργία). He identifies theurgy with the activity of God the Good by using 
the term “ἀγαθουργία” and its derivative “ἀγαθουργῶς.” The parallel appearance 
of theurgy and “agathurgy” is frequent in several passages, especially in the  EH , 
where, according to Thesaurus Pseudo-Dionysii Areopagitae,  agathourgia , and 
the familial “ἀγαθουργός,” “ἀγαθουργικός,” “ἀγαθουργῶς,” “ἀγαθουργικῶς,” 
appear in total about 14 times. 70  I do not see any parallel to this Dionysian word 
coinage in Iamblichus’  De Mysteriis . At least, there is no such a term registered 
in the Index to Clarke  et al . edition. So for the Areopagite, it is God the Good 
who acts theurgically. Thus every theurgy is an agathurgy, a divine work agath-
urgically enacted and manifested. One may comment that all the above novel 
Dionysian terms fall under the need to examine their syntactical relation as in the 
case of theurgy. That is, whether agathurgy is about a work of the Good or a work 
that aims at the Good. The contexts where agathurgy and the like appear make no 
room to consider the second possibility. I think we should take ἔργον ἀγαθοῦ in 
the same manner as with ἔργον θεοῦ, as it is asserted below. 

 Moreover, Florovsky continues, “there is, however, another revelation. This is 
the world itself, for in a certain sense the entire world is a certain image of God 
and is entirely permeated with Divine energies. And in God there is a ‘creative 
prototype’ of the world, through participation in which the world has objective 
reality.” 71  For Dionysius the entire world is a manifestation of God. It is indeed a 
“theophany.” Earlier, I said that the Iamblichean notion of theurgy expands over 
the idea that divinity is present in the cosmos in such a way that permeates the 
worthiest men to become agents of her, in a manner proportional to their receptive 
capacity. If that is the case with Iamblichus, then what makes a difference with 
regards to theurgy in Dionysius? 

 Apart from what has been already argued about the Neoplatonic multitude of 
divine entities versus the Dionysian Triune God, I think that there is something 
more to be extracted by Florovsky’s illustration. That in God there is a “creative 
prototype” prompts us to think that the created cosmos has a  telos , an aim to 
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reach. This aim cannot be reached but through participation in this divine reality 
which unfolds not only the real dimension of the cosmos that is the divine image 
imprinted on it, but also the fulfilment of the cosmos, which is the dynamic sta-
tus of divine likeness. Divine likeness, in turn, is possible only by participation, 
according to the measures of aptitude, and by means of “συνεργία” (synergy) 
between man and God. 72  I have the impression that all this leads us far away from 
the limits Iamblichus had, indeed succeeded to reach, with his development of 
theurgy; there is indeed a very noteworthy development from Plotinus to Iambli-
chus, considering that for Plotinus we indeed love and need the One, but It is not 
interested in us or “loves” us. 

 In  chapter 4  of the  Divine Names  the Areopagite employs the terms θεῖος ἔρως 
(divine eros, love), which he predicates with the adjective ἐκστατικὸς (ecstatic, 
self-emptying). This providential love of God is the very agitator, the source of 
Dionysian theurgy. “Divine love envelops the lovers like a kind of ecstasy – ἔστι 
δὲ καὶ ἐκστατικὸς ὁ θεῖος ἔρως. This love is kindled by God himself – with the 
tender breath of his goodness.” 73  If the overall aim of Dionysian theurgy is to ren-
der everyone God and if Florovsky is correct in that “this [divine] love is also the 
beginning of order and harmony – a simple and self-propelled force which draws 
everything towards unity, towards ‘a certain unity-creating dissolution’,” 74  then 
for the Areopagite theurgy is firmly connected with God’s love for the mankind 
and His “philanthropy” (φιλανθρωπία). 75  

 Theurgy and hierurgy: Ὕμνος and Αἶνος 
 In the Areopagite’s thought there appears another distinctive element that 
stresses his distance from mainstream Neoplatonism. For whenever Dionysius 
resorts to hymns–and he does so quite often–he does not suggest worshipping 
a mundane entity or any other kind of activity, whether mundane or derived 
from superior or intermediate divine entities. Rather, he distinguishes between 
divine and human activity in a manner without Neoplatonic parallel. For him, 
divine activity is to be “hymned” (ὑμνῆσαι) as “theurgy,” whereas human activ-
ity is to be “praised” (αἰνέσαι) as “hierurgy,” a work offered by holy men. Thus, 
theurgy corresponds to a transmission of God’s divine activity and hierurgy to 
its partaking. 76  The last two notions form the reality of participation both in its 
sacramental implementation and the wider Christian metaphysical contours. In 
other words, the Dionysian act of “ hymnēsis ” is about venerating the super-
abundant love that renders the “substantially unparticipated” benevolently and 
philanthropically participable: 

 [T9] Now the sacred description [ἱερογραφία] of the Divine Odes, whose 
purpose is to sing [ὑμνῆσαι] the words [θεολογίας] and works of God 
[θεουργίας] throughout, and to praise [αἰνέσαι] the holy words [ἱερολογίας] 
and works [ἱερουργίας] of godly men, forms a universal Ode and narrative of 
things Divine, in those who inspiredly recite it, a habit suitable for the recep-
tion and distribution of every Hierarchical mystery. 77  
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 The Dionysian concept of participation consists of two distinct parts: “transmis-
sion” (μετάδοσις) and “partaking” (μετάληψις). The Areopagite integrates this 
originally Neoplatonically established pair of components that constitute partici-
pation in a twofold manner. The one aspect of this integration relates to the wider 
metaphysical participatory contours. The other focuses on the specific sacramen-
tal tradition and reality of the Church, which is rooted back in the “archetypal 
dinner” (τυπικὴ τραπέζωσις) offered by Christ to his disciples, 78  and culminates in 
the Divine Liturgy, which “consists not of sacred words but of sacred action.” 79  As 
fr. Vasileios Gontikakis puts it, in the Liturgy “we do not speak but act.” 80  At the 
same time, Divine Liturgy is not only “a celebration of the acts of God, especially, 
and centrally the divine activity manifest in the Incarnation of Jesus,” but also the 
paradox, albeit real, mysterious, hyper-temporal presence of Christ in history, as 
promised by Christ himself: “in a little while the world will no longer see me, but 
you will see me; because I live, you will also live.” 81  Both the above aspects are 
valuable in indicating the new dimensionality the notion of theurgy receives in 
Areopagite’s thought. 

 Though Dionysius praises the reality of participation, he does not think of 
theurgy in Neoplatonic terms. For what becomes evident in passage T9 is that, 
for the Areopagite “transmission” (μετάδοσις) is an act of “theurgy” (θεουργία), 
whereas “partaking” (μετάληψις) is an act of “hierurgy” (ἱερουργία). This means 
that when Dionysius employs the term theurgy, he does not mean worshipping, let 
alone performing a mundane activity; not at all. Rather, with θεουργία he refers 
to the historical divine acts of Christ and their reiteration within the liturgical 
celebration. This is what Louth underlines by saying that “Denys seems to make 
a clear distinction between θεουργία, which refers to the divine acts praised in 
the liturgy, and the celebration of the liturgy itself, for which his favourite term is 
ἱερουργία and related words.” 82  

 So the Areopagite introduces a radical distinction between divine and human 
activity. It is the divine activity in all its manifold presence that deserves to be 
hymned (ὑμνῆσαι) as theurgy (θεοῦ ἔργον). Human activity is not venerated but 
ought to be praised (αἰνέσαι) as hierurgy (ἱερουργία), the latter precisely signify-
ing a work offered by holy men. At best, what one could conclude at this point 
with regards to Iamblichean theurgy, is that what Iamblichus postulates with his 
θεουργία is nothing other than the Dionysian activity of hierurgy. 83  This is the 
only possible correspondence between the two. 

 For Dionysius, it is God himself, the One Trinitarian God, and not a multi-
tude of Gods, who acts and transmits His gifts, the divine gifts. These gifts are 
received and further transmitted to the host of the members constituting the eccle-
siastical hierarchy through the act of hierurgy. One could make the case that this 
also applies to Neoplatonism. In Proclus, for instance, it is the triune One, Mind, 
and Soul that projects theurgic energies below, mediated by subordinated gods 
and their prevailing henads. But this similarity would be only apparent. Not only 
because Proclus’ system is fundamentally polytheistic. But, because, as Norman 
Russell notes, “the philosophical ascent of the human soul, even if assisted by 
theurgy, is essentially an intellectual process. In Proclus, the tapping into the 
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divine power is by appropriate rituals,” while for Dionysius, “the theurgical activ-
ity that enables the believer to benefit from it [in other words, to partake, through 
hierurgy, of the divine gifts] is at its deepest level the very activity of the incar-
nate Christ that makes the sacraments efficacious.” 84  One should pay attention 
to the fact that, for the Areopagite, God does not have to be requested – in the 
symbolic manner a Neoplatonist would evoke divinity 85  – in order to proceed to 
the transmission of his gifts. Such a transmission is voluntary and implemented in 
the sacrament of the Eucharist as a reiteration, nonetheless singular and unique, of 
the specific divine initiative that was initially–and, again, voluntarily–historically 
established by Christ in the Last Supper. If that is the case, then the claim that 
“Dionysian (and Eastern Church, for that matter) sacramental theology is thus 
fundamentally similar to Hellenic  theourgia  in that both use material  symbola  
to harness divine  energeia , but there is a subtle shift in terminology as between 
Dionysius and his Neoplatonic predecessors,” 86  is not very accurate. The material 
symbols are not used because of an initial belief that they have theurgic proper-
ties, and therefore attract the divine energy. Rather, it is Christ Himself who acts 
in the Liturgy as He acted in the Last Supper and transforms the bread and the 
wine into His flesh and blood. So long as the bread and wine are considered as 
mere symbols and not seen, paradoxically, as flesh and blood, there is, indeed, no 
difference between Iamblichus and the Areopagite with regards to theurgy. 

 There are at least two more significant distinctive characteristics of Dionysian 
theurgy. The one is about a distinction and the other is about an identification. 
While for Iamblichus theurgy and hierurgy are concepts equivalent in their con-
tent value, for the Areopagite theurgy is the prerequisite of hierurgy. There is 
no hierurgy without theurgy. This is made perfectly clear in the  Ecclesiastical 
Hierarchy , where Dionysius clears out that “thus, the hierarch is united with the 
divine and having hymned the holy theurgies performs the most holy and leads to 
vision what has been hymned.” 87  The implementation of the hierurgic activity of 
the hierarch presupposes the recognition and veneration of a great number of holy 
theurgies that Dionysius admits he can hardly sufficiently enumerate. 

 Theurgist and Ἔργον Θεοῦ 
 It has been debated in the literature whether the author of the  CD  could be 
regarded as a θεουργός, and what is the syntactical relation between the two com-
ponents of the compound θεουργία (θεὸς and ἔργον). I suggest approaching the 
first question by the aid of the following distinction. Namely, of whether to be a 
theurgist is a  substantial  (οὐσιῶδες) idiom of someone or simply an  accidental  
one (συμβεβηκός). Earlier in this chapter it was said that Iamblichus’ Neoplatonic 
theurgy is qualified as an art (τέχνη), and therefore, the theurgist is considered 
as an artist as well; one who has learnt to perform the theurgic art. We have seen 
that for Iamblichus a theurgist is a mere human being that has reached a proper 
intellectual end and has been purified by certain specific ritualistic processes. 
The fact that not all human beings are theurgists but only those who have been 
ritualistically transformed clearly indicates that an Iamblichean theurgist should 
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be thought of  kata symbebēkos . 88  One may reasonably argue that this distinc-
tion comes in contrast to what Louth has asserted on the matter. His take is that 
“θεουργός, in pagan use is usually a noun, meaning a theurgist, one who practices 
theurgy.” But, he adds, “in Denys it is always an adjective.” 89  This comment does 
not, in fact, contradict the distinction I am making. 

 The Areopagite’s hierarchical conception of the cosmos is an “open” system; 
that is, a system reflecting an absolute freedom inserted into a  dynamic  cosmos 
that is likely created out of nothing. 90  The entire cosmos is a divine work, a 
theurgy, a product of divine activity that came to be out of nothing. On the basis 
of the earlier discussion of the presumed Dionysian  creatio ex nihilo , the world 
should be seen not as creation out of God’s “essence” (οὐσία) – a view developed 
in the Mediaeval revival of Neoplatonism, divine essence taken as non-being – 
but of absolute zero in an excess of divine goodness (δι᾽ ὑπερβολὴν ἀγαθότητος). 
God did not fuse His divine essence to the world in creating it. Rather, all that is 
made is made as a manifestation and actualisation of divine power. Hence, God 
remains hidden from the cosmos. Yet, He is present through His activity. This 
activity is theurgy, a “power,” a “quality,” a “manifestation” of Him who remains 
substantially unknown. 91  Had there been no Incarnation, one could not have been 
able to discern Christ as  the kat’ ousian  theurgist. But the specific aspect of Dio-
nysian “theophany” as Incarnation comes to unveil the agent of this extraordinary 
theurgic power. This “revelation” shapes the grounds of deification in Dionysius 
and reveals the aim of his theurgy:  theōsis  “by grace” (θέωσις κατὰ χάριν). 92  Evi-
dently, it appears a way to positively assert Dionysius, that is a mere human being, 
as a theurgist but only in the scope of deification, for which a necessary condition 
is the synergy between God and man. 93  

 I move now to the second question of this section, which has been nicely illus-
trated by Gregory Shaw as “Who is the Subject of the Ergon Theou”? 94  Appar-
ently, after the last concept mentioned in the previous paragraph, things become 
rather trickier than one may have thought. If I wished to enigmatically illustrate 
what I believe Dionysius would have to answer, I would suggest that Shaw’s ini-
tial question should now become “who  are  the  subjects  of the Ergon Theou.” But 
let us have things in order. The question is about who really the agent of theurgy 
is, and consequently, who is the receiver of it. This question has an interest and 
that is that the answers proposed in the scholarly literature highlight the diver-
gences between Dionysius and Iamblichus. Shaw discusses Rorem’s argument 
that the word  theos  is an objective genitive in Iamblichus’ use of θεουργία; that 
is, theurgy is about a work offered, or addressed to God. 95  Then, he sets forth 
Louth’s modifications of Rorem’s argument, which stand by the same line, but 
which, I have the impression, give a greater joy to Shaw than Rorem’s position 
does. Finally, he presents some rather psychological reasons on the impossibil-
ity to take the subject of  ergon theou  to be a human, in Iamblichus, as argued by 
Annick Charles-Saget and John Rist. I am inclined to admit that, if Christ is the 
only one who Dionysius considers as the real theurgist, then clearly this genitive 
 theou  should be a subjective one. This comes out from the Dionysian vision of the 
cosmos as theurgy, as well. Now, the fact that Dionysius innovatively introduces 
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the concept of synergy between God and man in the salvific/deifying process 
prompts one to think that synergy necessarily entails the inclusion of man as a 
second subject of theurgy. It would need a separate study to advance this idea 
further. But I could simply ground my argument upon this: the lives of the Saints 
of the Church, and primarily the  Acts  of the Apostles, show that they should be 
included as co-subjects to  ergon theou , beyond their role as mere partakers of the 
divine activity. 96  As a matter of fact, they are (active) theurgists as well, healing 
people from bodily and spiritual bonds. 97  So, synergy with God effects to a God-
likeness that bears along all capacities and implementations of God’s theurgy in 
the cosmos. 

 Critical remarks 
 I wish to add some remarks that derive as a corollary from what has been said so 
far and come in support of the claim about the misinterpretations the Dionysian 
notion of theurgy has received. As it is often the case, misinterpretations of a 
certain text may be due to a kind of praising the textual evidence along with a 
selective concealment of passages that neutralise what is distinctive in a specific 
context, whether Christian or Neoplatonist. It has been argued in the literature that 
distinguishing between Iamblichean and Dionysian theurgy is a result of a carica-
ture of Iamblichean theurgy, made by many theologians and other scholars. This 
claim pairs with the belief that one has only to understand properly Iamblichus’ 
theurgy as it is presented in  De Mysteriis , in order to regard theurgy according 
to the Areopagite as an example of theurgy that appears in Iamblichus. Gregory 
Shaw, in his substantial comparison between Iamblichean and Dionysian theurgy, 
aims at refuting “the false distinction between ‘pagan’ and Christian theurgy” and 
suggesting that “such distinctions reflect more apologetic interests of scholars 
than an accurate reading of the evidence.” 98  

 There is a, if not many, typical trap here. That is, to consider the evidence of an 
 apologetic  as inferior to what one would regard and qualify as an accurate reading 
of the evidence. But evidence  qua  evidence is never sufficient for any conclu-
sion unless it is anticipated by certain philosophical and/or religious disposition 
and frame of reference. Thus, the accuracy of the evidence should be evaluated 
on the grounds of the tradition that has produced it. This means that Iamblichus 
should be evaluated “Iamblicheanly” whereas Dionysius “Dionysianly.” Other-
wise, there is nothing that can hinder the reversion of Shaw’s argument “when 
Iamblichean theurgy is properly understood, the Christian theurgy may be seen 
as an example of the same kind of theurgy that Iamblichus defined in the  De 
Mysteriis ,” 99  into, for instance, “when Dionysian theurgy is properly understood, 
Iamblichean theurgy may be well seen as a material that served as the receptacle 
of Christian God’s Revelation.” Moreover, the term “apologetic” (ἀπολογητής) 
refers to a person who feels the urge to provide an account in defence of a truth 
that is offended. As such, an axiological judgement against the  apologetics  is veil-
ing rather than unveiling a truth, unless this truth should be credited  a priori  and 
exclusively to a specific (say non-apologetic) mindset. 100  It is definitely correct 
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though, what Shaw suggests, namely that “scholars of Neoplatonic theurgy could 
learn a great deal from Dionysius about the specifics of theurgic ritual that Iam-
blichus does not discuss.” 101  Yet, this suggestion adheres in its premise to the 
assumption of an essential commonness between Iamblichean and Dionysian 
theurgy. What one learns precisely through the Areopagite, is not about any Neo-
platonic  teletē  but, rather, about the theurgy of Him who was announced to the 
Athenians at the times of the, homonymous to our hidden author, higher officer of 
Areopagus. It is true that Iamblichus does not discuss what we find in Dionysius, 
because Dionysian theurgy is grounded on a reality entirely alien to Iamblichus. 
Such reality consists  inter alia  of the Baptism of Jesus in the Jordan River, the 
Archetypal Dinner, the Transfiguration on the mount Tabor, and the unintended 
transferring of healing power from Christ to the bleeding woman, in the midst of 
a crowd congregation. All these instances should be boldly contrasted to Iambli-
chean, or Proclean, theurgy. 102  

 Moreover, Shaw seems to project on Dionysius an Iamblichean, typically Neo-
platonic, view on deification. In his words, “(. . .) we must follow Dionysius in 
seeing the liturgy as theurgy, a rite that effects a cognitive, perceptual, and onto-
logical shift so profound in receptive participants that it culminates in  theōsis , the 
deification of the soul.” 103  Indeed, deification of the soul is the core of Platonic 
likeness to God. Nevertheless, this is a statement far from illustrating the aim 
of Areopagite’s theurgy, which is deification of the body-soul compound of the 
human being. 104  It would be impossible to exclude the body from the unquestion-
ably Christian approach of Dionysius to deification. So even if it would be correct 
to assert that “Iamblichus was the first to provide a comprehensive rationale of the 
pronounced interest, among Syrian theologians, in experiencing the divine rather 
than merely thinking and talking about it,” 105  this experience is precisely obtained 
not only to the benefit of the soul but also of the body. In my opinion, this is one of 
the real reasons why “Iamblichus does not discuss about the specifics of theurgic 
ritual” that are to be found in Dionysian theurgy. 106  

 Something needs to be said about the understanding of the cosmos as  ekklēsia , 
as church, by the Areopagite. The term ἐκκλησία, which Dionysius uses to name 
his treatise on the  Ecclesiastical Hierarchy , 107  where most of his account on 
theurgy is to be found, reflects one of the divine names he treats in his homony-
mous treatise, in predicating God. Florovsky puts it nicely: 

 God is the end of everything, for everything exists for his sake and receives 
from him its beauty; that is its proportion and measure. Following Plato (and 
Proclus) Dionysius produces  κάλλος  from  καλοῦν , to ‘call, summon,’ and 
repeats the Platonic idea of beauty as the object of attraction. It is precisely 
beauty which kindles love. (. . .) The beginning of every existence and order 
lies in this supreme beauty, for a single beauty attracts, unifies, and coordi-
nates everything. Hence, all connections, all similarity, and all agreement in 
objective reality. Hence, measure and movement, heterogeneity and simplic-
ity. Being above any division or multitude, God brings everything to himself 
as a higher, longed-for-beauty and blessing. 108  
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 Florovsky’s illustration helps us to see clearly the motive and the aim of the 
Dionysian ecclesiastical hierarchy. The latter is not about a noetic, intellectual 
reconstruction, or even replacement, of the cosmos and natural reality. Precisely, 
as Florovsky clarifies it, the very constitution of the natural cosmos, the objectiv-
ity in it, which stems from the possibility to discern all connections and similari-
ties in the cosmos, depends on, and derives from, the attribute of God as  beauty  
(κάλλος) that  invites  (καλοῦν) everything towards him. 109  

 So for Dionysius there is nothing like contradiction, opposition, contrast, or 
conflict between the natural world and the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Precisely, 
the real, objective being of the cosmos is revealed as  ekklēsia  and the hierarchy 
emerges and is shaped on the grounds of this divine  call . If that is the case, then 
there by no means appears any need to ponder on whether Dionysian theurgy is 
cosmocentric or anthropocentric. Although not explicitly stated, but evidently, the 
Areopagite’s theurgy is Christocentric. 110  As St Maximus the Confessor asserted 
later, man is the mediator between God and His cosmos. The aim of Dionysian 
hierarchy is to emphasise this role of the human being, which after the Fall needed 
Christ, the new Adam, in order to re-establish her in her initial position as media-
tor between God and his creation. This I take to be the real meaning of what 
Arthur Hilary Armstrong had in mind in saying that “there is here a new and 
radical sort of religious anthropocentricism, which may have had far-reaching 
consequences.” 111  

 If that is the case, there emerge serious doubts about the accuracy of Shaw᾽s 
claim that “(. . .) Dionysius placed them [the sacred symbols that Origen had 
recognized within the natural world] solely within the Church, and by shifting 
the context of theurgy from the natural to an ecclesiastic world he necessarily 
changed the very nature of the ‘divine work’.” 112  Obviously, and in the light of 
Florovsky’s passage above, the distinction between natural and ecclesiastic world 
in Dionysius is simply a false one. Neither the  ekklēsia  is something other than 
the natural cosmos, nor the very nature of the “divine work” is anything other 
than God’s providential, creative, sustaining, salvific, and deifying activity of the 
very cosmos. Consequently, the Areopagite does not implement any shifting of 
the context of theurgy from “the natural to an ecclesiastic world,” which would 
necessarily imply a change in the very nature of the “divine work.” 113  In his mind 
there is no distinction between natural and ecclesiastical cosmos: it is one and the 
very same cosmos. 114  

 Conclusions 
 The unbiased reader of Dionysius who chooses to interpret his works by focusing 
on the tradition the Areopagite adheres to rather than on the “external” similari-
ties emerging from the vocabulary and the terminological apparatus of Neopla-
tonism he makes use of, would be alerted to the misunderstandings that bind 
part of the literature. At the heart of such miscomprehensions of the Dionysian 
universe one finds the identification of Dionysian theurgy with the long Neopla-
tonic and Hellenic–broadly speaking–theurgic tradition and practice. 115  To see 
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Dionysian theurgy through Neoplatonic lenses amounts to considering θεουργία 
as a mere human activity, even if performed by men who have been purified 
according to the Neoplatonic rites appropriate for that matter. 116  This would not 
be far away from taking theurgy according to the Areopagite as another “special 
branch of magic,” to borrow the provocative words of Eric Robertson Dodds. 117  
If one accepted the above, one would necessarily be bound to identify theurgy 
with hierurgy, thus dangerously circumventing the fundamental Dionysian dis-
tinction between the two. 

 What has been argued throughout this chapter is that the Areopagite does not 
employ θεουργία on Neoplatonic or other pagan mystical grounds. The content of 
the term is radically transformed by him in order to depict a reality unconceivable 
within Neoplatonism. As Stock puts it, “Dionysius uses both the Christian and the 
Neoplatonic traditions to create a new concept of  theourgia  in which the aesthetic 
value of the ritual plays an important philosophical role.” 118  In other words, it 
is possible that a term receives a new content, deriving from the specifics of a 
radically different world view. For Dionysius is clear that the world does neither 
derive emanatively from the One nor expand downwards through a manifold of 
divine entities with an active role in the formation of the cosmos, as it is the case 
with the Proclean interpretation of the cosmology of the  Timaeus . 119  One might 
rightly object that the principle of  creatio ex nihilo  is not found in the Corpus; yet, 
the Dionysian setting is rather a creationist one. 120  What is more, the cosmos does 
not owe its being to a multiplicity of Gods but to the one God who  theurgises , cre-
ates entirely and exclusively without the aid of intermediate deities. 121  

 The Areopagite is not a theurgist in the sense the term receives within Iam-
blichean Neoplatonic theurgy. For him, theurgy is all the rituals of the Christian 
tradition, the Sacraments, the most significant being the liturgy (σύναξις), which 
stands in remembrance (ἀνάμνησις) of the earthly acts of Christ. The performance 
of the rituals, as Dionysius explains, is an act of hierurgy enacted by the hierarch 
and/or the priests (ἱερουργοί). The Areopagite is very careful to never call the 
reception – and further transmission to the  plērōma  of the Church – of the sacra-
ments  theurgiai , but  hierurgiai . Thus, theurgy is not a human activity but it is the 
divine activity received by the humans, and this reception is precisely an act of 
hierurgy. Therefore, hierurgy could not be taken as a term alternative to theurgy, 
as is the case in Iamblichus’ theurgic account. The Areopagite should be credited 
with the novel distinction between the two:  divine activity  is to be  hymned  as 
 theurgy , whereas  human activity , either within the sacraments, or as participa-
tion in divinity through prayer, is to be  praised  as  hierurgy . Moreover, Dionysius 
should be seen as a theurgist “by grace” on the grounds of synergy between God 
and man, and in the perspective of deification, which springs from God’s Incarna-
tion, Passion, Death, and Resurrection. 

 The major Dionysian contribution that derives as a corollary of his notion of 
theurgy is cosmological. It is about the enrichment of our understanding of the 
constitution of the cosmos. For him the cosmos is not dropped and abandoned 
in being, as Heidegger thought, but rather responding to a  klēsis  that is both 
a renewal of it and the revelation of its origin and destination. The Dionysian 
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universe, and the natural cosmos indeed, is a dynamic universe in movement 
towards an infinite reality that is theurgically established and constantly fulfilled. 
Thus, nature and all material and natural symbols are not merely  synthēmata  to be 
intellectually conceived in order to facilitate a certain change of the psychological 
status; they are imprints of an ongoing ontological innovation and enrichment of 
the entire creation, of all particulars and universals. Dionysian theurgy aims pre-
cisely at the salvation of man and the entire creation. As such, it has “no parallel in 
the theurgy of Proclus or Late Neoplatonism in general.” 122  This novelty certainly 
goes far beyond the (humanly governed) institutional capacities of any Church. 123  
Besides, one should not forget that it was precisely the “institutional church” of 
those times that rejected and crucified Him Who is the source of the Church, the 
source of Dionysian theurgy. 
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digm of the World and Temporal Beginning , in this volume, where Tollefsen com-
pares Neoplatonic and Christian doctrines of creation. Following his argument 
that “the classical Christian doctrine of creation reached its completion in major 
thinkers of the fourth century,” it is plausible to claim, I think, that the Areopagite 
could but have adhered to this doctrine, as well. This claim could also be supported 
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 Coughlin 2006 : 151. 



174 Panagiotis G. Pavlos

   51   Iamblichus,  De Myst . VI.6, 246.12–247.2;  Clarke  et al.  2003 : 286–287. I add the 
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particular, a man, and this made of without the aid of any mystical ascent. Secondly, 
the reader should not think that I use – arbitrarily, one might say – the Council of 
Chalcedon as a means to heal what has been admitted by Georges Florovsky as “a cer-
tain vagueness of Dionysius’ christological ideas,” cf.  Florovsky 1987 : 225. Rather, 
I do wish to stress in this way the permanence of theurgic identity in Areopagite’s 
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