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VALERY V. PETROFF

PLATO’S PHAEDRUS AND THE
NEOPLATONIC TEACHING ON
DISSIMILAR SYMBOLS AND
SACRED FICTION IN THE CORPUS
AREOPAGITICUM*

Dionysius the Arcopagite developed a metaphysics of the symbol to
ground theoretically sacred action. The author describes liturgical ac-
tion as a series of symbols that are reflections and images of the higher
realities, which are true and spiritual.' Although the rite may be seen
in its sensual appearance, those who accomplish perfection apprehend
the rite’s intelligible meaning,* and this higher contemplation implies
a passage from images to the truth of the archetypes.? As I will show,
Dionysius borrowed this approach to the “sacred symbol” from the later
Neoplatonists. This interpretation accords with the fact that the philo-
sophical system of the Corpus Areopagiticum deliberately synthesizes
Neoplatonic metaphysics and Christian theology.

Symbol as Manifestation of the Hidden

The sacred symbols to which Dionysius refers in the Ecclesiastical Hi-
erarchy have various functions: safeguard, uplift and manifestation.
Although the first two have been thoroughly studied,* the function of

*  This paper presents some results of the research project “Corpus Areopagiticum

and Its Earlier Latin Reception” that received financial support from the Foundation
Maison des Sciences de 'Homme (2010).

! Pseupo-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 2. 1: G. HEIL
/ A. M. RITTER, Corpus Dionysiacum. Vol. II, PTS, 36. Berlin/New York 1991, 69.
When necessary alterations are introduced in the English translations quoted. If not
otherwise indicated, the translations are my own.

2 Ibid. 2. 3. 2: 74; Ibid. 3. 2: 81.
> Ibid. 3. 3. 2: 82.

*  See P. RoRrEM, Biblical and Liturgical Symbols within the Psendo-Dionysian
Synthesis. Toronto 1984.

Byzastine Theology asnd its Philosophical Background, edited by Antonio Rigo, Studices in
Byzantine History and Civilization, 4 (Turnhout, 2011), pp. 32-49.
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DISSIMILAR SYMBOLS AND SACRED FICTION IN THE CORPUS AREOPAGITICUM

“manifestation”, when a symbol reveals through itself the higher reality,’
deserves greater attention. Concerning the events of historical Incarna-
tion and the Eucharistic sacrament, Dionysius emphasizes that the invis-
ible is made viewable by means of a special kind of symbol. The phrase
that the invisible is made viewable repeats five times in the chapter of the
Ecclesiastical Hierarchy dedicated to the mystery of Synaxis (the Eucha-
rist), and the formula, “the hierarch makes (...) viewable that which is
praised in hymns (b7 &Yty &yet & dpvnuéva) through the sacredly dis-
played symbols™ repeats three times. Dionysius’s expression means that
the hierarch uncovers the veiled gifts, lifts them into the view of the be-
lievers, and distributes, or divides, them. According to Dionysius this ac-
tion of the hierarch represents in symbols the process that had occurred
during the Incarnation:

The bread which had been covered and undivided is now uncovered and
divided into many parts (...) [He] multiplies and distributes the One in
symbolic fashion. With these things he completes the most holy sacred
act. For... the simple, hidden oneness of Jesus, the most divine Word,
has taken the route of incarnation for us and, without undergoing any
change, has become a reality that is composite and visible. He has be-
neficently accomplished for us a unifying communion with himself.”

According to Dionysius the hierarch reveals how the simple and intel-
ligible Jesus passed into a divided, composite and sensible being through
the Incarnation. By this act the hierarch imitates Jesus who is the first
revealer as the Angel of Great Council and the revealer of his Father.?
The rare term “Revealer” suggests the vocabulary of the Neoplatonists,

> Cf.PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De coelesti hierarchia 2. 1: HEIL / RiT-
TER (cf. n. 1) 10: “lepomhdoTes &v Torkihiy T@V Exdavtoptkdy cupPéhwy Tapadédotar.

¢  PsguDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3. 3. 3: ibid., 81;

3. 3. 10: ibid., 90; 3. 3. 12: ibid., 92.

7 Ibid. 3. 3. 12: ibid., 92, transl. by C. LUIBHEID / P. ROREM, Pscudo-Dionysius

the Areopagite, The Complete Works. New Jersey 1987, 222.

8 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De coelesti hierarchia 4. 4: HEIL / RITTER
(cf. n. 1) “abdroc Tnaods (...) elg éxdavropuciy EAnvbirs tdEwy “Ayyehog peydang Bovkije’
avnyépevrar’. Cf. Ioh 14. 9; 2 Cor 4. 4; Phil 2. 6-7. See also IRENAEUS, Adversus hacereses
4. 6. 5. 82-85: L. DOUTRELEAU / B. HEMMERDINGER / B.C. MERCIER / A. Rous-
SEAU, Irénée de Lyon. Contre les hérésies, livre 4, vol. 2. SC, 100. Paris 1965, 448, 4. 6. 6.
94-98; 448; 4. 7. 2. 24-30; 458; CLEMENS ALEXANDRINUS, Stromata 5. 6. 34. 1. 1-2. 1:
L. FRUCHTEL / O. STAHLIN / U. TREU, Clemens Alexandrinus, vol. 2, GCS 15. Berlin
1960, 348-349.
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VALERY V. PETROFF

particularly Proclus.® As a revealer the Son of God is himself the highest
symbol: as the Word of God he shows and manifests his Father; as the
Incarnate he manifests his divinity through his humanity. Although Di-
onysius does not use the modern theologians’ term “revealing symbol” to
refer to Jesus, the text allows the possibility of such an interpretation.'

Dissimilar Symbols in Iamblichus, Julianus and Dionysius

Certain passages of Dionysius belong to the tradition of Iamblichean
Pythagoreanism, according to whom, the esoteric teaching must not be
divulged but should be kept under the cover of the symbols. The “Py-
thagorean” approach stressed that symbols covering the truth must be
“dissimilar”, that is, not resembling the truth that they hide. In their the-
ology, inferior or even base forms symbolize God, and, thus, the hidden
doctrine appears as absurd and paradoxical to outsiders, the profane. The
theoretical rationale for the aptness of dissimilar symbols was developed
in Neoplatonism and was the result of lengthy polemics concerning the
appropriateness of myths for philosophy. lamblichus said that

[the followers of Pythagoras] practiced the divine mysteries in a way
unknown to the profane (&tekéotoug), and safeguarded their doctrines
and writings from the outsiders through the symbols. And if someone,
having taken these symbols, does not unfold them and does not explain
them without mockery, their doctrine will appear to the hearers as

> Cf. PrRocLUS, In Platonis rem publicam commentarii: W. KROLL, Procli Dia-
dochi in Platonis rem publicam commentarii, Il Leipzig 1901, 153. 1-23; 255. 153
PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De coelesti hierarchia 10. 2: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n.
1) 40 “Exdavropixol 8¢ mdvreg eiot xatl dyyehot T@v mpd b7, of piv wpecPBitator Beod Tob
xvodvTog, dvahbywg 8t of hormol T éx Beot xextvnuévay”. On the term éxdavropucdg see Y.
CHITCHALINE, 3aMeTKH 0 IepeBoaax ApeomaruTckoro kopnyca B cepus “OcHoBaHus
xpuctHanckoit kyastTypot” (CIT6., 1994; 1997), Ipexo-ramunckusi xabunem 3 (2000)
103-115 [Zametki o perevodach Arcopagitskogo korpusa v serii “Osnovanija christian-
skoj kultury” (Sankt-Peterburg 1994, 1997), Greko-latinskij kabinet 3 (2000) 103-115].

% On Jesus as “revealing symbol” see K. RAHNER, The Theology of the Symbol,
in ID., Theological Investigations. Vol. IV: More Recent Writings. London 1974, 221-252
(first published in: A. BEA / H. RAHNER / H. RONDET / F. SCHWENDIMANN, Cor Jesu:
Commentationes in Litteras Encyclicas Pii Pp. XII “Haurietis Aquas”. Vol. I: Pars Theo-
logica. Roma 1959, 461-505) and V. PETROFF, PeanbHblii CHMBOA B HEONAATOHH3ME
U B XpPUCTHAaHCKOMN Tpaauuuu (B Apeonazumcxom xopnyce n'y Kapaa Paunepa), Becmuux
IICTITY. Cepus I: Bozocrosne. Quaocogus 3/31 (2010), 36-52 [Realnyj simbol v neo-
platonizme i v christianskoj tradicii (v Areopagitskom korpuse i u Karla Ranera), Vestnik
PSTGU. Serija I: Bogoslovie. Filosofija 3/31 (2010, 36-52].
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DISSIMILAR SYMBOLS AND SACRED FICTION IN THE CORPUS AREOPAGITICUM

laughable and inane, full of nonsense and bare words (yehota kati ypachdn,
WMpov peotie kel ddoheaying). But if these symbols are properly unfolded
according to their style, they become for the majority not obscure but
clear and transparent.”

Iamblichus’ follower Julianus argues similarly, using “myth” and “sym-
bol” synonymously:

Our ancestors in every case tried to trace the original meanings of things
(..), then when had discovered those meanings they clothed them in
paradoxical myths (u66o1g Tapadétorc). This was in order that, by means
of the paradox and the incongruity (&meudaivovrog), the fiction (1o
mhdope) might be detected and we might be induced to search out the
truth. Now I think ordinary men (idwitat) derive benefit enough from
the irrational myth which instructs them through symbols alone. But
those who are more highly endowed with wisdom will find the truth
about the gods helpful; though only on condition that... by such rid-
dles (aivrypdrtwv) as these he is reminded that he must search something
pertaining to gods (t1 wepl adT@v)."*

If we compare Dionysius’s Epistle IX, the similarity of the doctrine be-
comes evident:

Among uninstructed (&redéor) souls the fathers of unspeakable wisdom
give an impression of outstanding absurdity (&tomiov detviiv) when, with
secret and daring riddles, they make known that truth which is divine,
mysterious, and, so far as the profane are concerned, inaccessible. That is
why so many continue to be unbelieving in the presence of the explana-
tions of the divine mysteries (pvaTnpiwv), for we contemplate them sole-
ly by way of the perceptible symbols attached to them... For if one looks
at this [great variety of sacred symbols used by scripture] from the out-
side they seem filled with incredible and contrived fantasy (tepateing).'

"' 1AMBLICHUS, De vita Pythagorica 23. 104. 16~105. 6: U. KLEIN (post L. DEU-

BNER), lamblichi de vita Pythagorica liber. Leipzig 1937 (repr. 1975), 60-61.

12 JuL1ANUS, Ad Matrem Deorum 170a-c: W. C. WRIGHT, The Works of the Em-
peror Julian with an English translation in 3 vols. Vol. 1. Loeb Classical Library 13. Cam-
bridge, Mass. / London, 1913, 474.

3 PsEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, Epistula 9. 1: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n. 1)
193, transl. by LUIBHEID / ROREM (cf. n. 7), 281.
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VALERY V. PETROFF

According to Julianus, the incredulity of the myth stimulates the initiate
to discover the hidden truth:

For it is the incongruous element (& dmepdaivov) in myths that guides
us to the truth. I mean that the more paradoxical and prodigious the
riddle is (mapddobov xal Tepat@ddeg TO aiviypat) the more it seems to warn
us not to believe simply the bare words but rather to study diligently the
hidden truth, and not to relax our efforts until under the guidance of the
gods those hidden things become manifest.'*

The myths are intended for the immature, regardless whether immature
in years or intelligence. Incongruent myths are even more valuable than
the august because, while the latter regards the gods as exceedingly great
and noble and good, the august myths risk portraying the gods as human
beings."s

Dionysius shares the opinion of Julianus and Iamblichus that, in the
depiction of the divine, absurdity is more appropriate than straightfor-
wardness. While discussing “dissimilar similarities” in detail, derivatives
of the verb mAdoow (“to mould” but also “to invent”) saturate his text:

The mysterious theologians (pvaTikodg Oeohdyouc) envelop with fiction
(mepimAdTTovTag) (...) even revelations (fxdavtopinug) of God himself.
They sometimes praise him by means of the most exalted imagery, call-
ing him for instance sun (...), star (...), light. Sometimes they use more
intermediate, down-to-earth images. They call him (...) the fire.., water
(...). Sometimes the images are of the lowliest kind, such as (...) ointment
and (...) stone. Sometimes the imagery is even derived from animals so
that God is described as a lion or a panther, a leopard or a (...) bear. Add
to this what seems the lowliest and most incongruous (&mepdaiverv) of
all, for the experts in the divine (of T& Beia Setvol) say that it fictitiously
enveloped (mepimhdrrovony) itself in the form of a worm.

In this way the wise men of God, exponents of hidden inspira-
tion, separate the “Holy of Holies” from defilement by the imperfect
(dreéhéotwv) or the profane. They therefore honor the dissimilar sa-
cred fiction (&vépotov iepomhactiav) so that the divine things remain
inaccessible to the profane (BeB#Aotc) and so that all those with a real
wish to see the sacred imagery may not dwell on the types (tdmolg)
as true. So true negations (&moddoeat) and the unlike comparisons

" JUuLIANUS, Ad Heraclium cynicum 217bc: W. C. WRIGHT, The Works of the
Emperor Julian with an English translation in 3 vols. Vol. 2. Loeb Classical Library, 29.
Cambridge, Mass. / London 1913, 104.

5 Ibid., XVIL1-XVIIL4 (222¢).



DISSIMILAR SYMBOLS AND SACRED FICTION IN THE CORPUS AREOPAGITICUM

(¢repotoug adoporwaeaty) with their last echoes offer due homage to the
divine things. For this reason there is nothing ridiculous about apply-
ing imagery (&vamhdtrovot) to the heavenly beings with similarities
which are dissimilar (&vopotwv duototiitwv) and appear incongruous
(Gmepdarvovaiv).

And I myself might not have been stirred from this difhculty
(&moplag) to my current inquiry, to an uplifting (évaywy?v) through a
precise explanation of these sacred truths, had I not been troubled by the
deformity (1o duoedés) of revealing imagery ((x¢avrixiig dvamhdaenc)
that scripture uses in regard to the angels. My mind was not permitted
to dwell on imagery so inadequate (dmadotontg popdomotiaic), but was
provoked to get behind the material show, to get accustomed to the idea
of going upward (é&vateivesbar), through the appearances to the things
that are beyond this world.*

To properly situate Dionysius’s appeal, however, we must consider simi-
lar discussions that occur in Proclus.'”

Proclus and Dionysius on the Sacred Fiction
(76 mAaouaT@dEg)

Proclus, who directly influenced many of Dionysius’s conceptions, ar-
gues for the use of symbolic myths while discussing the question of
admissibility of myths in philosophy. During his argument he exploits
both meanings of mAdoow (“to put in a certain form, to mould” and “to
form an image of a thing in the mind, to imagine”).

In a non-extant treatise on symbols and myths,'® Proclus admits that
imagination and its images are necessary for those who live in the cor-
poreal world. When souls fall to earth they become enveloped in the
“imaginative intellect”,” turn “passionate” from “impassive”, and use im-
ages and symbols. They need myths,** which can be “images’, “forms”,

16 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De coelesti hierarchia 2. s: HEIL / RITTER
(cf.n. 1) 15-16, transl. by LUIBHEID / ROREM (cf. n. 7) 153.

17" On Proclus’ theory of symbol, see L. CARDULLO, Il linguaggio del simbolo in
Proclo: analisi filosofico-semantica dei termini symbolon/eikén/synthéma nel Com-
mentario alla Repubblica. Catania 198s.

'8 PROCLUS, Iz Platonis rem publicam commentarii: KROLL (cf. n. 9) 108. 27-109.

9 Ibid., 107. 16-18.
2 Ibid., 107. 21-23, 107. 26—108. 2. Cf. PLATO, Phaedrus 246c6-ds.
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VALERY V. PETROFF

“symbols” or “fiction, imagery”, for their instruction. Some souls have a
double intellect: the interior intellect, which is truly ourselves, concerns
the intelligible; and, the exterior intellect, with which the soul projects
itself (mpoPefhnueba), concerns the fictitious forms of the imagination
(10 mhaopatddec).” Dionysius emphasizes Proclus’s contraposition of
the pure intellect, which contemplates true being, with the intellect that
imagines and only begins to move to true knowledge.**

The higher powers use myths and symbols to announce revelations
involving the future or the divine things. The intelligible truth is not
communicated directly, but is conveyed through riddles and fictitious
imagery (mAdopare). Thus, things that have no form appear through sim-
ilarities that possess form (uepopdwuéva v duopddtwv ddopoiwpata).
Proclus notes that this occurs during sacred rites (1é lepd) and the per-
formance of mysteries (t& Spwpeva v Toig TekeoTnplog).” Symbols and
myths used in mysteries not only lead the initiates to the truth but also
conceal it from the profane. Moreover, mysterial symbols produce bonds
of sympathy between the souls of the initiated and the gods.>* The souls
that have a predisposition (cvvditiBeoBou) to sacred symbols transcend
themselves and ultimately ground themselves in gods.* Thus, the sacred
symbols used in the mysteries provide the earthly beings with heavenly
spirit and divine illumination.*

Proclus and Dionysius do not substantially differ in their under-
standing of the nature and function of images and sacred fiction. Dio-
nysius’s views on the interrelation of the intelligible and the imaginative,
the interior and the exterior, things that have no form and things that
possess form, generally recapitulate Proclus’s teaching. Dionysius also
distinguishes the impassive and noetic part of the soul from the passion-
ate and imaginative one, by saying that the “passionate” part of the soul
uses images and symbols while the impassive part contemplates the sim-
ple visions of the divine.””

As Proclus, Dionysius believes that the sensible beings, circum-
scribed by images and figures (¢v mhdoel xal Témyw) and endowed by

2 PrRoOCLUS, In Platonis rem publicam commentarii: KROLL (cf. n. 9), 108. 2-6.

2 1bid., 108. 7-10.
B Ibid., 107. 7-14.
2 1Ibid., 108. 17-21.
%5 Ibid., 108. 21-24.
%6 Ibid., 108. 27-30.

¥  PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, Epistula9. 1: HEIL / RITTER (cf.n. 1) 198.
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DISSIMILAR SYMBOLS AND SACRED FICTION IN THE CORPUS AREOPAGITICUM

forms (uepopdwuévors), cannot seize the intelligible and the formless.*®
In order to become known, the latter must receive form and figure, must
reveal itself through images and similarities accessible to a weak mind.”
Therefore, the inexpressible becomes bound by what can be articulated.
From a love for humanity, Sacred Scripture and Sacred Tradition reveal
divine truth in a manner accessible to human comprehension: the form-
less receives form, the indivisible and integral becomes divided, and the
simple and uncircumscribed appear as multiplied in a variety of sym-
bols.>* Thus, the sacred imagery of symbols (cuuBolixii iepomhaotiag),
if seen from the outside (& éxtdg adtic) by the uninitiated, appears as a
fairy tale (dmBdvov xal mhaopatwdovg Tepateing),”* but the real lovers of
the divine can discern the symbols from the fictitious element because
they alone have the contemplative power to pass from the sensible forms
to the simple truth that transcends symbols.>*

Symbol and Mimesis

In the act of fraction, or breaking of the bread, and the distribution of
the cup the hierarch recreates sacred drama, imitating Jesus’ deeds at the
Last Supper where Christ, for the first time, revealed to the apostles the
mystery of his descent into the material:

'The sacred initiators of our tradition... resorted freely to symbolism ap-
propriate to God, regarding the sacraments of the most holy mysteries
(wvoTnpiwv Tekerds) (...) Jesus himself (...) passes on to us the mystery of
his divine activity (Beovpya puotijpr) by using the symbolism of a Table
(dwx Tumixiig Tpamelwoewg).’

% PsEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREGPAGITA, De divinis nominibus 1. 1: B. R. SUCHLA,
Corpus Dionysiacum. Vol. I, PT, 3 3. Berlin 1990, 109.

¥ Cf.“tv popdtyoel Tov apopdtwy adTdv Nuiv dnoypddel’, De ecclesiastica hierarchia
4. 3. 4: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n. 1) 99; “&v popdwoel t@v &uopiitwy duolwary’, De coelesti
hierarchia 4. 3: ibid., 22.

¥ PsEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De divinis nominibus 1. 4: SUCHLA (cf. n.
27) 114; De ecclesiastica hierarchia 1, 5: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n. 1) 67.

3 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, Epistula 9. 1: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n. 1)
194.

32 Ibid., 196-197.

3 Ibid., 197-198, transl. by LusBHEID/ROREM (cf. n. 7), 283. Cf. PSEUDO-DI-

ONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De divinis nominibus . 9: SUCHLA (cf. n. 27) “Si& g TovTwv
GvahoyIKijs YYooews .
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VALERY V. PETROFF

The Table of the Last Supper is the highest of the symbols:

The distribution of the one bread and of the one cup (...) reminds them
of the most divine Supper, which is the original symbol of all the rites
(épyrovuPérov t@v Tehoupévwy). The Maker (Snuovpyde) of all these
symbols very rightly excluded from that sacred feast the one not devot-
ed to himself [Jn 13:21-30].%
The mimetic reproduction of the Incarnation by the hierarch is defined
as “bringing it to our eyes in the sensible as in the images™:

By bringing it to our eyes in the sensible (alofyrég om” SYv dywv) as in
the images (¢ &v eixéor), [the hierarch] depicts (wxypdder) Jesus Christ,
our intelligible Life, who out of the hiddenness of divinity, for love of
man, takes on a form corresponding to our nature by the perfect and un-
confused assumption of our humanity, and from his natural unity passes
to our divided condition, yet without change.”s

When the hierarch “imitates God” in the sacred act of the synaxis, he
“depicts” Jesus Christ and becomes Christ’s symbol. The mysteries de-
picted or “praised” through the symbols become present in reality, in the
things themselves.

Although the intelligible aspect of the sacred action is significant for
spiritual uplifting, the mystery works on the corporeal level too. In this
way the integral participation is effected through both body and soul,
allowing the whole person to receive union with the divine.

Dionysius’s claim that in the Eucharistic ritual the hierarch “imitates”
Jesus himself and “depicts” him by making the unseen visible have paral-
lels in Iamblichus, who held a similar understanding of sacred symbols
and rites:

The ritual (éy1oteie) and hieratic celebration (...) imitates (pipeirat) the
order of the gods (...). It possesses (...) wondrous tokens (¢v8#jpata), such
as have been sent down hither by the maker and father of all, by means of
which unutterable truths are expressed through secret symbols, beings

3 PSEuDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3. 3. 1: HEIL /
RITTER (cf. n. 1) 81-82, transl. by LUIBHEID / ROREM (cf. n. 7), 222.

3 1Ibid., 3. 3. 13: 93, transl. by LUIBHEID / ROREM (cf. n. 7), 222.
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DISSIMILAR SYMBOLS AND SACRED FICTION IN THE CORPUS AREOPAGITICUM

beyond form brought under the control of form, things superior to all
image (eixévog) reproduced through images (3t eixévwv dmotvmovTan).’*

The lexical similarities are obvious: Dionysius calls Jesus, who distributes
the bread and the cup at the Supper, the “Maker of the symbols™” and
Iamblichus speaks of the Maker and Father of all whose symbols, sown
throughout the world, can be activated in the sacred act.

The hierarch, being an image of divine energies,** partakes of the One
as any image partakes of the archetype. The imitation of God is not an
actor’s play on a stage.>> When the hierarch reproduces the deeds of Jesus
at the Table, he himself becomes Jesus’ living image to the extent of being
connected to the Prototype whom he depicts in symbols.

Plato’s Phaedrus 243e-257b as the background of
De ecclesiastica hierarchia 111, 3

As the Dionysian teaching on the sacrament of Eucharist has been wide-
ly studied* we will confine ourselves to an observation that seems to

% 1aMBLICHUS, De mysteriis 1. 21. 11 1 (65,6-16): E. DES PLACES, Jamblique. Les
Mysteres d’Egypte. Paris 1966. 76-77, transl. by E. C. CLARKE / J. M. DiLLoN / J. .
HERSHBELL, lamblichus. De mysteriis. Leiden / Boston 2004, 79-81. Cf. De ecclesiastica
bhierarchia 1. s: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n. 1) 67-68.

37 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3.3.1 HEIL/
RITTER (cf. n. 1) 81.

¥ TIbid,, 5. 1. 7: 109.

» Thus, K. P. WEscHE, Christological Doctrine and Liturgical Interpretation
in Pseudo-Dionysius, St. Yladimir’s Theological Quarterly 33 (1989) 73 was wrong to
remark that “Dionysius’ notion of “symbol” is most congenial to some modern percep-
tions of the liturgy and the sacraments (...). The liturgy primarily is a “show” which one
observes, rather than a celebration in which one participates”.

% See Th. L. CAMPBELL, Dionysius the Pseudo-Arcopagite. The Ecclesiastical Hi-
erarchy. Translated and Annotated. Lanham, Maryland 1981; P. SHELDON-WILL1AMS,
The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy of Pseudo-Dionysius, Downside Review 82 (1964) 293-302;
(1965) 20-31; E. BOULARAND, L'Eucharistic d’aprés le pseudo Denys [Aréopagite,
Bulletin de Littérature Ecclésiastique 4 (1957) 193-217; 3 (1958) 129-169; G. S. BEBISs,
The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy of Dionysios the Arcopagite: A Liturgical Interpretation,
The Greek Orthodox Theological Review 19 (1974) 159-175; WESCHE (cf. n. 38); Y. DE
ANDIA. La trés divine Céne... archisymbole de tout sacrement (Ecclesiastical Hierarchy
428B): Symbole et eucharistie chez Denys 'Aréopagite et dans la tradition antiochi-
enne, in: . PERCZEL / R. FORRAI / G. GEREBY (eds.), The Eucharist in Theology and
Philosophy. Issues of Doctrinal History in East and West from the Patristic Age to the
Reformation. Leuven 2005, 37-65; V. PETROFF, Tauncreo «cunakcuca» y IlceBao-
Anonncus Apeonaruta u y npn. Makcuma Hcnoseanuka, Becmuux IICTTY. Cepus I:
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have passed unnoticed: the platonic background of Dionysius’s reason-
ing in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy 3, which is dedicated to the sacrament
of Eucharist or synaxis. This passage, which is called Bewpie, that is “con-
templation” or “interpretation’, begins with the words:

And now, my fair boy (& mai xoAé), from the images (eixéva), let us pass
in orderly and sacred fashion to the godlike truth of their archetypes,
telling to those yet being initiated in a spiritual guidance, that the varie-
gated and sacred composition (o9vBeo1g) of the symbols is not unprofit-
able to them, even though it presents only their external features.*

The address “® mai kalé”, although it looks like an ordinary colloquial
phrase, is a rare formula which, as it often happens in Dionysius, un-
ambiguously points to its precise source: the beginning of the second
speech of Socrates in Plato’s Phaedrus (243¢-257b).#* In his mythologi-
cal and poetical manner, Socrates teaches his listeners that the soul is
immortal and that Eros gives Psyche wings, with which it ascends from
earthly beauty to the gods to see supermundane spectacles. When the
soul, however, is unable to follow the gods, it is filled with forgetfulness
(MBng mAnabeion) and evil, grows heavy, loses its wings and eventually
falls to the earth (&mi Tiv y#jv méon). In this way, it “came into a living be-
ing” (MABev eig T68e 76 [Dov).

Fozocaosue. Purocofus 4/24 (2008) 48-59 [Tainstvo «sinaksisa» u Psevdo-Dionisija
Arcopagita i u prp. Maksima Ispovednika, Vestnik PSTGU. Serija I: Bogoslovie. Filosofija
4/24 (2008) 48-59].

4 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3. 3. 1: HEIL /
RITTER (cf. n. 1) 81-82, transl. by LUIBHEID / ROREM (cf. n. 7) 211.

% The search with the help of clectronic text database Thesaurus Linguae Graecae

shows that obviously before Pseudo-Dionysius this formula occurs only in PLATO, Phac-
drus 243¢8—244a1: “Understand then, fair boy (& mat xeAé), that the former discourse
was by Phaedrus..”; 252b2: “Now this condition (ndBoc), fair boy (& mai xa)é), about
which I am speaking, is called Eros by men”, transl. by H. N. FOWLER = H. N. FowL-
ER, Plato: Euthyphro. Apology. Crito. Phaedo. Phaedrus with an English translation.
Loeb Classical Library 36. Cambridge, Mass. / London 1914, 491. Later, Themistius (in
Epwrixds # mepi xdMovs Bagihixod 17128: G. DOWNEY / H. SCHENKL, Themistii ora-
tiones quae supersunt, vol. 1. Leipzig 1965) uses it but doing this he follows Plato because
in that section he speaks on Eros and even mentions Socrates. Besides this formula oc-
curs once in JOANNES STOBAEUS, Anthologium 1. 9. 11. 16: O. HENSE / C. WACHS-
MUTH, loannis Stobaei anthologium. Vol. 1-2, Berlin 1884, 114 and thrice in HERM14s,
In Platonis Phaedrum scholia. 80.11, 81.3, 187.20: P. Couvreur, Hermeias von Alexan-
drien. In Platonis Phaedrum scholia. Paris 1901 (repr. Hildesheim 1971) but each time it
is a quotation from the Phaedrus. For the same words but in different order cf. PLATO,

“

Euthydemus 289bs: “& xuht moi’; and THEOGNIS, Elegiae 1280.
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Dionysius’s reasoning in Ecclesiastical Hierarchy 3. 3 incorporates el-
ements of Socrates’ speech, such as the Socratic explanation that souls
possess “recollection” (&vduvnatg) of those things that it once beheld
when it journeyed with God and ascended into real intelligible being.
“There and then” the soul saw the shining beauty, the blessed spectacles
and was initiated into the mysteries (éteAotvro TV TeheT@V); “being ini-
tiated (pvodpevor) into perfect and simple and calm and blessed appari-
tions ($dopata), we contemplated (¢momtevovreg) them in pure light”
Every soul had the opportunity to contemplate the real being and the sa-
cred things, and now it gleans from earthly things a recollection of those
realities. After falling to earth, the souls turned towards unrighteousness
through evil communications and “have forgotten the sacred sights they
once saw”. Whichever god the soul followed in its previous life (Zeus,
Ares, Hera, Apollo), the soul honors and imitates (Tiuév xai pupodpevog)
him or her in its life on earth. Moreover, each one chooses their love
from the ranks of the beautiful according to one’s character, and, having
found these qualities in other people, falls in love. Aspiration for pure
beauty, the beauty as such (¢07d 0 kdXog), begins when someone sees
a godlike face (Beoetdic mpéowmov) or some bodily form (T owparog
idéav) that is a worthy reproduction (pepupnpévov) of beauty. Approach-
ing earthly similarities and images, some souls are able to perceive re-
flections of the higher reality: justice, temperance, beauty, etc. The Phi-
losopher, if employing such memories (dmopvijuaow) correctly, is always
initiated into the perfect mysteries (Tehéovg Teketég TeNoUpevog) and
becomes truly perfect (téleog). With the help of memory (uvijun) the
yearning (mé0ew) for the real life emerges in him. Having turned to the
divine, he becomes possessed by god, so that the crowd admonishes him
as one who has gone out of his senses (¢£1otdpevoc). Whoever searches
eagerly within themselves to find the nature of their god, reaches and
grasps it through memory (¢édamtdpevor adtod f pviipy) are inspired
by god (¢vBovoi@vreg) and participate in god as far as humanly possible
(ueTaoyew).”

This section from Phaedrus echoes throughout the Corpus Areop-
agiticum. Plato’s words on the divine madness are quoted by Dionysius
in the treatise De divinis nominibus:*

“  Cf. CLEMENS ALEXANDRINUS, Stromata 5. 14. 138. 3. 1—9: FRUCHTEL /
STAHLIN / TREU (cf. n. 8) 420, which is a quotation from Phaedrus 252e-253a.

“  This textual dependence has been already noticed in the critical apparatus of the
modern edition of the De divinis nominibus (PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De
divinis nominibus, V11,4: SUCHLA [cf. n. 28] 199).
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PLATO, Phaedrus 249ce

PsSEUuDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAG-
ITA, De divinis nominibus VII. 4.
SUCHLA, 199

¢Eiotdpevog 08 Tov avBpwmivey
oTovdaopdTwy Kol mpds 1@ Belw
yryvépevoe, vovBeteitar utv Hmd TV
oGV g Tepaxtvay, évlovaidlwy
3t AéAnPev Todg mokhove. "Eott on
obv debpo & mitg fikwy Ayog mept Tijg
TETAPTYG pavias...

Having gone out of human deeds
and having turned himself toward
the divine, he is admonished by
the crowd who consider him to be
out of his senses because it is hid-
den from the crowd that he is in-
spired by god. All my discourse so
far has been about the fourth kind

of madness (...)

ED yap oidev & mpdg v &AiBetoty
Evalelc, &1t ed £xet, xdv ol molhot
vouBetoiey adtdv dg éEeaTidTaL.
AavBaver piv g eixdg adtodg £k
TAdVG TR 4AnBele S T EvTwgs
niotewg  eEeoTNkedg, adTdq  OF
aAnBag oidev éawtdv oly, 8 daoty
EKEIVOL, RALVOUEVOV.

The man in union with the Truth
knows clearly that all is well with
him, even if the crowd admon-
ishes him as if he has gone out of
his mind. It is hidden from them,
naturally, that he has gone out of
the path of error and has in his real
faith arrived at truth. He himself
knows for real that, far from what
they say, he is not mad (...)

Plato’s word play téhéoug Teletirg TeEhodpevog (“being initiated into per-
fect mysteries”) is a common theme of lexical play in the Ecclesiastical
Hierarchy, which overflows with almost 300 derivatives from the stem
“rehe-”. The mysterial vocabulary of Platonism, which had been bor-
rowed by Philo* and, thus, influenced other Christian authors,* be-
comes excessive in Dionysius as a distinctive feature of his writing style.
Here we will point out some parallels between the Phaedrus and the
Ecclesiastical Hierarchy:
a) Socrates says that the soul came (7)\8¢v) into this living being, and
Dionysius says that “the one, simple, and hidden [reality] of Jesus,

% Cf. PHILO, De specialibus legibus 1: L. CORN, Philonis Alexandrini opera quae
supersunt. Vol. 5. Berlin 1906, 56.3—4: “tehovpévoug 8t titg pubucig tedetds”; Ip., De gi-
gantibus, 54.5: P. WENDLAND, Philonis Alexandrini opera quac supersunt. Vol. 2., Ber-
lin 1897: “Tehodpevog T lepwtdTag TENETAS”

% Cf., for example, JOANNES CHRYSOSTOMUS, Epistola 132: PG 52,691. 12—15):
“(-..) THY peyddny obTo xal dptadaodov Yy idetv TEhoupévny Tayéwe THY lephy TEETY, Kot
v lep@v ixetvay xal dprctdv xatablovpévny puotnpiuy”
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the most divine Word, by taking our human shape and without
undergoing any change, has come (mpoghjAvfe) into the compos-
ite and the visible [of our reality]”+

b) Ecclesiastical Hierarchy 3. 3.1 1-13, which tells of the salvific the-
urgic act of Jesus’ incarnation, has one more parallel with Phae-
drus. Although Socrates in Phaedrus speaks of the individual hu-
man soul, and Dionysius speaks of the whole human nature, the
original idea remains intact: the soul/the human nature falls and
forgets/loses concentration:

(...) having turned away (4momecoton) from the divine and uplift-
ing life (...) and wandering (mAavwpévn) far from the right pass
that led to the truly existent God (...) [the human nature] was
unaware that it was worshipping (é\dvBavev Bepametovon) nei-
ther gods nor friends but enemies.**

c) What Christian author would regret that man forgets to serve
gods (in plural)? We may suggest that this is an echo of Phaedrus,
in which Socrates describes qualities of various gods while speak-
ing of the soul that in its earthly life continues to honour and
imitate that god whom it followed in the previous life.*

d) A little further, Dionysius writes that Jesus’ incarnation made hu-
man beings share in his beauty (xohav),

and filled (...) the shadowiness of our mind with a blessed, divine
light (¢wtéc) and adorned the formlessness with godlike beauty
(Beoedéary xadheor) (...) and showed supramundane uplift-
ing (&vaywyny dmepkdowov) and inspired citizenship (mohreiory
#vBeov).s°

Clearly, this is the language of Platonism as almost all the ele-
ments mentioned — the light, the beauty, the uplifting, and the
supermundane region — occur in the Phaedrus.

47 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3. 3. 12: HEIL /
RITTER (cf. n. 1) 92.

“ Ibid. 3.3.11: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n. 1) 91. Here éAdvBavev Bepamedovon may al-
lude to M6ng TinoBeion from Phaedrus 248¢.

49 Cf. Phaedrus 252c3-ds.

50 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3. 3. 11: HEIL /
RITTER (cf. n. 1) 91, transl. by LUIBHEID / ROREM (cf. n. 7) 221.
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e) In the Phaedrus the soul imitates its god, and the recollection of

the heavenly realm is awakened in it when it looks at the earthly
beauty that reproduces (literally “imitates”, pepuunuévov) the ar-
chetypical beauty. Those who use recollections rightly become
initiated into the perfect mysteries (Tehéovg Teketdg TeAODuEVOS)
and become truly perfect (tékeog).
In Dionysius the imitation of God (10 feopipnrov) becomes ours
if the memory of the theurgic deeds of Jesus is repeatedly renewed
(Wi dvaveovuévng), and this is achieved in the sacred words
and acts. First of all, through hymns the hierarch praises the sa-
cred works of Jesus, and “mystically sees with the eyes of his soul
(&v voepotg 6¢Bauois emomtevong) their intelligible spectacle”. Af-
terwards, he “proceeds to the sacred symbolic act» (cvuBohxiy
iepovpylav)”, imitating the theurgic deeds in the ceremony. He
performs it in a tradition ordained by God (8eomapadérag) be-
cause “we do thisin its’’ memory” (¢f. Lc 22. 19; 1 Cor 11. 24 and
25). The sacred act is an “imitation of God”s* since the hierarch
“performs the divine things by being made like Christ himself”
(1) Tpde adTdV Xptotdv ddopordaet T& Oele TeAéoa).

f) The Phaedrus contends that the soul recollects “heavenly” beauty
when secing its earthly reflections and imitations, and through
them the reason can apprehend the idea of beauty. Dionysius in-
structs that we must contemplate Jesus’ “most divine life in the
flesh” because Jesus is “our intelligible life”’* In both the Phae-
drus and Dionysius, the central idea of uplifting from the earthly
manifestation to the truth of the archetype remains the same.

g) The chapter on the Eucharist culminates with another allusion to
the world of the Phaedrus:

Taste and see, the Oracles say (Ps 34. 8). Because through the sa-
cred initiation (uvroet) into the divine, the initiates (uvotpevol)
will recognize its mercy that gives them great gifts. In per-
fect holiness they will in participation mystically gaze upon

5! The quotation is not precise here, Dionysius writes: “eig Ty adtiig avduvnow”
(ibid., 92), where abtijg refers cither to the subject of the godly deeds — to Jesus who is
called here “ ijg Beapyixii dyadérnrog dravBpwnin” — or to the Table of Last Supper
(tpameléoews). Cf. PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, Epistula 9. 1: ibid, 198: “xai
adtdv Inoodv (...) T& Beovpyd puoThpia Tapadidévra did Tumkis Tpamelhasws”

52 PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3. 3. 12: HEIL /
RITTER (cf. n. 1) 92 “tijg Oeopupritov Tadryg iepovpylag”™

53 Ibid., 3. 3. 12: 93.
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(¢momTevovteg) its most divine loftiness and magnificence. Then
they will gratefully (edyaplotwg) praise in hymns supramundane
beneficence of God.5*

This passage refers simultaneously to its biblical and Platonic back-
ground. Its Eucharistic context suggests Jesus’ commandment “Do this
in recollection (&vapvnow) of Me”, and its mysterial vocabulary, coupled
with the word “recollection”, alludes to the famous passage from Phae-
drus:

(-..) and this is a recollection (&vapvnots) of those things which our soul
once beheld, when it journed with God and, lifting its vision above the
things which we now say exist, rose up into real being. And there it is
just that the mind of the philosopher only has wings, for he is always,
so far as he is able, in communion through memory with those things,
the communion with which causes God to be divine. Now a man who
employs such memories (dmopvyuaawv) rightly is always being initiated
into perfect rites (tehetic) and he alone becomes truly perfect.ss

So, according to Dionysius the tasting of the Eucharistic bread and cup
removes the curtain of the sacred symbols, reveals the vision of “theurgic
lights”, and grants the mystic vision of the blessed intelligible spectacles.

Ontological Status of the Sacred Symbols

The sacred symbols of the Corpus Areopagiticum are not conditional
signs that refer to some higher reality while being divorced from sub-
stantial unity with it; the sacred symbols essentially participate in this
reality, and, hence, this higher being has real presence in the symbol at
the moment of the sacred ritual. Since Dionysius understands the sacred
symbols in this manner, any interpretation of Dionysius’s “symbolical”
language that reduces the Incarnation and the sacraments of the Church
to inane signs must be rejected as inappropriate.* In the theology of the

¢ Ibid., 3.3.15: 94, transl. by LuIBHEID / ROREM (cf. n. 7), 223.

55 PLATO, Phaedrus 249C, in FOWLER (cf. n. 42) 483.

¢ Cf.]. MEYENDORFF, Christ in Eastern Christian Thought. 2nd ed. Crestwood
(NY) 1975, 109: “The sacraments themselves are reduced to the role of initiating sym-
bols” (quoted in: WESCHE [cf. n. 38], 64). According to K. P. Wesche “the sacraments,

or the liturgical rites, do not themselves impart the life of God” (ibid. 61-62); “the me-
diation of gnosis, as the content of salvation, moreover, explains the purpose of the In-
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Corpus Areopagiticum God’s presence in the sacraments can be readily
shown by referring to the text itself.>”

In conclusion, as the comparative textual analysis demonstrated, the
thought of Dionysius is deeply rooted in Platonic philosophy, and not
only as a superficial matter of mere lexical borrowings or the reception
of a few concepts and doctrines. The body of the Areopagitic universe
is the same as the ancient philosophical tradition. Dionysius expends
much effort to set this tradition as the cornerstone of Christian doctrine
and experience, resulting in a unique system in which Christian theology
is expressed in a language of the 6th century neoplatonism. Many central
propositions of the “authentic Areopagite”, however, are not orthodox.
However, the “hermeneutical Greek™*® of the Corpus, which hides the
true meaning of the doctrine and requires the “unfolding” of the text in
commentaries, is susceptible to different interpretive procedures. This
allowed the Corpus to be “Christianized” almost immediately after its
creation, either by means of the scholia and glosses attached to the text,
such as by John of Scythopolis and his followers, by means of compos-
ing other writings in the tradition of the Corpus, such as Maximus the
Confessor’s Mystagogy, or by including selected quotations from it into
different contexts, such as Gregory Palamas’ Pro hesychastis.*

carnation” (ibid., 64); “the Incarnation of the Divine Logos is “mercly” a symbol which
saves only by providing for the mind the supreme perceptible token for its contempla-
tion of God” (ibid., 67). As a result, according to Wesche the Incarnation “is rendered
superfluous” (ibid. 62 and 64); “the salvation is gnosis which in the final analysis excludes
the created, visible world from real participation in the divine life of God” (ibid., 67).
The conclusions of Meyendorff and Wesche appear inadequate because they are based
on a wrong interpretation of the nature of the symbol in the Corpus Areopagiticum.

57 Concerning the reality of the Incarnation see, for example, PSEUDO-DIONYSI-

US AREOPAGITA, De ecclesiastica hierarchia 3. 3. 12: HEIL / RITTER (cf. n. 1) 92.

58 The term “hermencutical Latin” was introduced by M. LAPIDGE, The Herme-

neutic Style in Tenth-Century Anglo-Latin literature, Anglo-Saxon England 4 (1975)
67-111 for a group of medieval texts the understanding of which necessarily required the
knowledge of the same glossaries from which the author borrowed its vocabulary. In our
case the place of such glossaries is reserved for the writings of the Neoplatonists.

% Cf. GREGORIUS PALAMAS, Pro hesychastis 1. 3. 55 2. 3. 20: P. K. CHRESTOU,
Ipyyopiov Tob Iadaud Zvyypdupara, 1. Thessaloniki 1962, 413-415; 556-557.
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Abstract

Plato’s Phaedrus and the Neoplatonic Teaching on Dissimilar Symbols and
Sacred Fiction in the Corpus Areopagiticum

The article shows that the Neoplatonic metaphysics of the symbol in the
Corpus Areopagiticum provides a theoretical basis for Christian liturgi-
cal practice. The sacred symbols have various functions: safeguarding,
anagogic and manifesting. According to Dionysius in both the events of
the historical Incarnation and the Eucharistic sacrament the invisible is
made visible by means of special kind of symbols. This is because Jesus
himself is the first Revealer of his Father. It is demonstrated that Diony-
sius prefers “dissimilar symbols” and thus follows the similar doctrines
of Tamblichus and Julianus. It is argued that there is no substantial dif-
ference between Proclus and Dionysius in their understanding of nature
and function of sacred fiction (1¢ mhaopat®des). Dionysius shares Pro-
clus’ belief that images are necessary means for those who live in the cor-
poral world: the inferior beings need fictitious imagery (mhdopora) for
their instruction, and the superior powers use it to announce divine rev-
elations. Plato’s Phaedrus 243e-257b is shown to serve as the background
for Dionysius’ De ecclesiastica hierarchia 111, 3. There are lexical borrow-
ings and parallels, and also similarities in conceptual framework. The
conclusion is drawn that the sacred symbols of the Corpus Areopagiticum
are not conditional signs since they essentially participate in the higher
reality, and thus God is really present in the sacraments.

Dr. Valery V. Petroff, Russian Academy of Sciences, Insitute of Philoso-
phy, Moscow

vpetroff @gmail.com

49



	0 000
	0 002
	0 003
	0 004
	0 005
	0 007
	032
	033
	034
	035
	036
	037
	038
	039
	040
	041
	042
	043
	044
	045
	046
	047
	048
	049

