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The importance of love in the Dionysian corpus, signified there by erôs, 
has long been recognized by scholars, although they disagree as to whether or 
not this erôs is a properly Christian love. On the other hand, the importance 
of love for the philosophy of Proclus, inspiration for much of Dionysius’ 
thought, has been discounted as a minor detail when it is not ignored entirely. 
This treatment seems to be highly inconsistent with the view which much 
modern scholarship indicates, and which I have argued elsewhere,1 that Dio-
nysius’ theology is profoundly influenced by Proclus. My intention here is to 
contribute further to rectification of this inconsistency by giving as precise 
an account as the material (and textual space) allows, of the metaphysical 
grounding of erôs according to both Proclus and Dionysius.2 I shall show that, 
for both Proclus and Dionysius, erôs has a pre-ontological foundation within 
the Trinity for the latter and within the ranks of the Gods for the former, 
although I shall be careful to indicate the ways in which Dionysius diverges 
significantly from Proclus on the subject.3 Accordingly, the following analysis 

1. T. Riggs, “Eros as Hierarchical Principle: A Re-evaluation of Dionysius’ Neoplatonism,” 
Dionysius 27 (2009): 71–96. 

2. All of the translations of texts from these authors are my own unless otherwise noted.
3. Dionysius’ relationship to, and borrowings from, Proclus have been traced in various ways, 

most significantly by H. Koch, “Proklus als Quelle des Dionysius Areopagita in der Lehre vom 
Bösen,” Philologus 54 (1895): 438–54; Josef Stiglmayr, “Der Neuplatoniker Proclus als Vorlage 
des sogen: Dionysius Areopagita in der Lehre vom Uebel,” Historisches Jahrbuch 16 (1895): 
253–73; H.D. Saffrey, “Un lien objectif entre le Pseudo-Denys et Proclus,” Studia Patristica 9 
(1966): 98–105; ibid., “New Objective Links Between the Pseudo-Dionysius and Proclus,” in 
Neoplatonism and Christian Thought, ed. Dominic J. O’Meara (Albany: State U of New York 
Press, 1982), 64–74; Carlos Steel, “Denys et Proclus: L’existence du mal,” In Denys l’Aréopagite 
et sa posterité en Orient et en Occident, ed. Ysabel de Andia (Paris: Institut d’Études Augusti-
niennes, 1997), 89–116; and István Perczel, “Pseudo-Dionysius and the Platonic Theology, A 
Preliminary Study,” in Proclus et la Théologie Platonicienne. Actes du Colloque International de 
Louvain (13–16 mai 1998) En l’honneur de H.D. Saffrey et L.G. Westerink, ed. A.Ph. Segonds 
and C. Steel, Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, De Wulf-Mansion Centre, Series I, 26 (Leuven/
Paris: Leuven University Press/Les Belles Lettres, 2000): 491–532.
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need not imply that Dionysius simply copied Proclus without modifying the 
latter’s work for his own purposes; in fact, it will become apparent to any 
reader of Dionysius that the opposite is the case. Nevertheless, we will find 
that for both Proclus and Dionysius, erôs is a fundamental concept for their 
understanding of self-discovery, self-return and self-formation, a principle 
without which all philosophy is futile.

In terms of the Dionysian conception of love, the greater part of scholar-
ship on the subject of love has focused on the metaphysical aspects of the 
term erôs as a name of God associated with the name “Good” at DN 1.4.4 
Particular attention is paid by most scholars to the identification which 
he makes between the terms erôs and agapê, and how this bears upon the 
authenticity of the Christian character of his work. In one way or another, 
all of the scholars who have approached this subject have felt compelled to 
enter into debate with the Swedish theologian Anders Nygren who, between 
1932 and 1939, published a number of volumes on the “history” of the terms 
agapê and erôs from the New Testament to Martin Luther.5 To summarize 
his position briefly: agapê is the only term which is able to authentically 
express the specifically Christian form of theocentric, self-giving love which 
is expressed in the New Testament, most notably by St. Paul and St. John of 
the Gospel, whereas erôs denotes a specifically Greek, egocentric  love, which is 
motivated by the merit of the object of love.6 The subsequent history of these 
two terms is an interplay of cross-contamination of agapê and erôs in both 
Christian and non-Christian authors, an interplay which results, according 
to Nygren, in a loss of the original meaning of Christ’s message for centuries, 
until Martin Luther’s Reformation. Dionysius does not escape Nygren’s pen: 
despite Dionysius’ assertion that, at the level of divinity, both agapê and erôs 
are synonymous, Nygren charges him with elevating erôs, and thus Greek 

4. DN 4.12 709B–D (157.9–158.18). Translations and citations of the works of Dionysius 
the Areopagite are made from the critical editions of the treatises in Corpus Dionysiacum I: De 
Divinis Nominibus, ed. B.R. Suchla (Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1990) and Corpus 
Dionysiacum II: De Coelesti Hierarchia, De Ecclesiastica Hierarchia, De Mystica Theologia, Epistulae, 
ed. G. Heil and A.M. Ritter (Berlin/New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1991). When citing Dionysius’ 
individual treatises, I will give the chapter divisions followed by the Migne pagination and the 
pagination and lineation, in parentheses, of the two volumes just indicated. These numbers 
will be preceded by abbreviated forms of the titles of the treatises: DN = Divine Names; CH = 
Celestial Hierarchy; EH = Ecclesiastical Hierarchy; MT = Mystical Theology; Ep. = Epistles. DN is 
contained in the first volume, the rest of the treatises in the second.

5. I make use of the 1953 English translation of his work, A. Nygren, Agape and Eros: A 
Study of the Christian Idea of Love, trans. Philip S. Watson (London: SPCK, 1953). It does not 
take a reader long to realize that, for Nygren, the only people who properly understood the 
word agape were St. Paul, St. John, Martin Luther and, of course, Nygren himself. The rest of 
the tradition remains fundamentally in error according to this view.

6. Nygren, Agape, 205–210.
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philosophy, over agapê, and thus over Christian theology. Nygren, following 
Martin Luther, asserts that Dionysius is “in all essentials a disciple of Plotinus 
and Proclus” and that, in his work, “the fundamental Neoplatonism is but 
scantily covered with an exceedingly thin Christian veneer.”7

Nearly all of the scholars who have involved themselves in this debate,8 
including Nygren, allow to Proclus a ‘down-flowing’ love extending from the 
Divine to beings, although Nygren can only regard this ‘down-flowing’ love 
as a result of the influence of Christian agapê on Greek philosophy which 
otherwise maintains the doctrine of erôs as a primarily egocentric love.9 The 
scholarly literature which attempts to rescue Dionysius’ doctrine of erôs from 
Nygren is concerned, nearly without exception, to show that the ‘down-
flowing’ love which Dionysius posits, at least as regards the Incarnation, is a 
genuine Christian love which, although having its foundation in neoplatonic 
philosophy, nevertheless moves beyond that philosophy by attributing erôs 
to the first principle.10 This kind of reading constitutes a misunderstanding 
of Proclus’ own reflections on the divine and serves to obscure the real dif-
ferences between his and Dionysius’ conceptions of erôs. 

I shall begin, then, by outlining Proclus’ account of the metaphysical 
grounding of erôs by means of a careful analysis of a number of pertinent 
passages and of the relatively scarce scholarly commentary which has taken 
note of them. When this task has been completed I will be able to locate a 
similar treatment of the subject by Dionysius by means of a similar kind of 
analysis, albeit one with a greater wealth of scholarly support.

erôs Amongst the Gods
For Proclus, erôs is present first and foremost among the Gods or henads; 

the Gods are the first principles of the theology which he derives primarily 
from the Platonic dialogues, the Chaldaean Oracles, and Orphic poetry, 
but also from more traditional Greek sources like Homer11 and Hesiod.12 

7. Nygren, Agape, 576.
8. S. Gersh, KINHSIS AKINHTOS: A Study of Spiritual Motion in the Philosophy of Proclus 

(Leiden: Brill, 1973), at 126–27, qualifies the conception of erôs  as a ‘down-flowing’ love 
according to Proclus by emphasizing its ‘revertive’ rather than its ‘processive’ character in the 
causal cycle of remaining, procession and reversion.

9. Nygren, Agape, 563–75; also see ibid., 186–99.
10. Eric Perl seems to be alone in seeing a real continuity between Dionysius and his Neo- Eric Perl seems to be alone in seeing a real continuity between Dionysius and his Neo-

platonic predecessors. See e.g., E. Perl, Theophany: The Neoplatonic Philosophy of Dionysius the 
Areopagite (Albany: SUNY Press, 2007). 

11. The importance of Homer is mostly strongly affirmed by Proclus’ determined defence, 
in his commentary on Plato’s Republic, of his stature as an inspired poet against Plato’s criticisms 
of the poets (in the mouth of Socrates no less).

12. A. Pertusi, (ed.), Scholia vetera in Hesiodi Opera et dies (Milano: Vita e Pensiero, 1955).
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Accordingly, the following investigation will take us deep into the realm of 
the henads and into the henadological language which separates, in thought, 
talk of the gods from talk of beings. The importance of this distinction has 
been greatly elaborated in recent articles by Edward Butler13 and I shall make 
ample use of his insights in what follows.

In his Platonic Theology,14 Proclus presents erôs as the third member of a 
triad of attributes—pistis (faith), alêtheia (truth) and erôs15—which has its 
origin amongst the Gods and proceeds from them across all levels of being, 
binding Gods to Gods and beings to Gods.16 This triad is associated with 
another triad of attributes which Proclus locates among the Gods, namely 
that of to agathon (the Good), to sophon (Wisdom) and to kalon (the Beauti-
ful).17 What does it mean for both of these triads to be situated amongst 
the Gods? Before answering this question, I must first note the relation of 
priority which the triad  of to agathon—to sophon—to kalon has to the triad 
of pistis—alêtheia—erôs. The former, superior triad, is the source of the lat-
ter and is representative of the transcendence of the Gods, while the latter is 
representative of the spiritual motion which, on the one hand, describes the 
free relationship of the Gods via their common possession of the superior 
triad and, on the other hand, produces Being out of the Gods’ transcendence. 
This gives a clue to the answer but I must consider the nature of the Gods 
in some detail in order to give it the proper precision.

It is a well-known fact among scholars of Neoplatonism that Proclus, 
following his teacher Syrianus, attributed the affirmative conclusions of the 
second hypothesis of Plato’s Parmenides to the orders of the Gods.18 It is also 
a well-known fact that Proclus also attributes these same conclusions to the 
orders of Being. What is misunderstood more often than not is the relation-
ship—more specifically the difference—between the henads and Being. As 
mentioned above, Edward Butler recently has done much to clarify this 
relationship; in particular, he emphasizes the difference in terminology which 

13. E.P. Butler, “Polytheism and Individuality in the Henadic Manifold,” Dionysius 23 
(2005): 83–104; idem, “The Gods and Being in Proclus,” Dionysius 26 (2008): 93–113. 

14. Translations of Proclus’ Platonic Theology will be cited according to the edition of the 
Greek in Proclus, Theologie Platonicienne, 5 vols., trans. and ed. H.D. Saffrey and L.G. Westerink 
(Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1968–87). Citations will be indicated by PT followed by Saffrey and 
Westerink’s book and chapter divisions and then their pagination and lineation.

15. I will use transliterated renditions of the Greek in the main body of the text for words 
such as erôs, pistis and alêtheia, which will be frequently repeated. Proclus further unfolds each 
member of the latter triad into a triad of attributes, but these divisions need not be considered 
in detail here.

16. PT III.22.81.11–20.
17. Ibid.
18. See Saffrey and Westerink’s introduction to their translation and edition of the Platonic 

Theology, at LXXV–LXXXIX.
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Proclus uses to describe the two groups, thereby emphasizing the paradoxi-
cal nature of talk about the henads as opposed to the intelligible nature of 
talk about Being. In doing so, he hopes to correct “the tendency to overlook 
unique logical and structural characteristics of the henadic manifold which 
set it apart from any ontic manifold.”19

Butler argues convincingly, and with constant and diligent attention to 
Proclus’ own explanations, that the henads are to be distinguished from noetic 
Forms not only by the degree of their union with each other but also by their 
absolute distinction from each other, that is to say by the superlative degree of 
their identity in distinction.20 For example, at In Parm. 1048.11–26, Proclus 
explains that the henads are “all in all” (pa/nta e0n pa~sin) whereas the Forms, 
as beings or realities, merely participate in each other (mete/xei me\n a)llh/lwn), 
meaning that their powers and functions overlap but are not identical. Butler 
points to other differences in terminology: the Forms are characterized by such 
terms as “sameness” or “identity” (tauto/thv),21 difference (e9tero/thv)22 and 
unified (h9nwme/nov),23 whereas the henads are characterized by such terms as 
“unity” (e3nwsiv),24 “individuality” (i0dio/thv)25 and “unitary” (e9viai/ov).26 The 
three characteristics of beings just mentioned imply relationships with each 
other which organize beings in a hierarchy of superior to inferior, cause to 
caused.27 Conversely, those characteristics of the henads which I have listed 
point to the latter’s non-relational status.28 This is the paradoxical nature of 
the henads, what it means to be hyperousios, beyond Being, and thus beyond 
ontological categories.29 Although they arrange themselves in a hierarchical 
order from more powerful to less,30 they are neither arranged by way of 

19. Butler, “Polytheism,” 83.
20. Ibid., passim.
21. Ibid., 86; the example of In Parm.1048.11–26 is Butler’s. I will cite the text of Proclus’ 

commentary on Plato’s Parmenides according to the edition in In Platonis Parmenidem Com-
mentaria, ed. C. Steel, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2007). I will cite this text as In Parm. 
followed by the Cousin pagination and Steel lineation. Butler uses the Cousin lineation and so 
my citations may differ slightly from his. 

22. Ibid.; again referring to In Parm.1048.11–26.
23. Ibid., 90.
24. Ibid., 86, 94; referring to In Parm.1048.11–26 cited on 86.
25. Ibid., 87; citing In Parm.1049.
26. Ibid., 90; citing El.Th.112.25–34. Proclus’ Elements of Theology will be cited according 

to the edition of the Greek in Proclus, Elements of Theology, a revised text with translation, intro-
duction and commentary by E.R. Dodds (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2004), Reprint. Citations 
will be indicated by El.Th. followed by Dodds’ pagination and lineation.

27. Ibid., 88–90.
28. Ibid., 90–94.
29. Cf., e.g., El.Th.100.28–102.12.
30. El.Th.112.14–24; ibid., 120.17–30.
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substantial participation, nor by some dependence upon other henads, but 
rather by means of their own individuality and their specific power or role 
as a God.31 Indeed, it is only through their powers that they are related to 
beings and can be known through and by beings.

Butler’s insight into the relationship between the henads and the One 
is also of utmost importance. He identifies two kinds of procession, citing 
In Parm. 745: procession by way of unity (kat’ e3nwsin) and procession by 
identity (tauto/thv).32 The latter is characteristic of the procession of beings 
from Being whereas the former is characteristic of the procession of the 
henads from the One. Regarding this “production” of the henads by unity, 
Butler writes: “To think of the henads as caused at all, then, we must imagine 
the difference between producer and product as approaching zero, with no 
difference to separate them from their principle.”33 He takes this “imagin-
ing” a step further and demonstrates, through an analysis of a passage from 
De Decem Dubitationes 34 that the henads are the One; he explains it thus:

Where it is a matter of the subsistence of the One and the Good kath’huparxin, which 
is generally where “we contemplate each thing in its own station [kata tên heautou 
taxin], neither in its cause nor in its resultant” (prop. 65),35 the One and the Good 
exists as each God.36

Thus, the One, as first principle, is not anything other than each of the 
Gods, but rather is expressive of the contemplation of the henads prior to 
any taxonomical or individual distinction: the One is the character of their 
manner of subsistence.37 Thus, procession by unity is not procession in the 
ontological sense since there is no One which is hypostatically beyond and 
prior to the henads as there is a cause (e.g., Intellect) beyond and prior to 
an effect (e.g., Soul). In his strongest statement of the identity of the One 
and the henads, and also the strongest statement of his defence of Proclus’ 
polytheism, Butler writes that “There is no such thing as the One Itself, if we 
mean something different than the henads; Godhood is nothing but the Gods 

31. Butler, “Polytheism,” 91–92. This seems to be the essence of Butler’s long argument 
concerning the distinction between the hyparxeis and dunameis of the gods.

32. Ibid., 94–95. Butler notes that the procession by identity seems to be the same as the 
procession by difference, presented at In Parm. 1190. Perhaps these are indeed two ways of 
referring to the processive triad of identity—difference—similarity which Gersh, KINHSIS, 
74–76 shows to be associated with the triad remaining—procession—reversion.

33. Ibid., 95.
34. De Decem Dubitationes X.63.
35. El.Th.62.13–23.
36. Butler, “Polytheism,” 97.
37. Ibid., 98: “the One ultimately represents each God’s uniqueness and absolute individual-

ity.” See also Butler, “Gods and Being,” 99. 
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themselves.” While this reduction of the One to the Gods may be contestable, 
nevertheless, I think that he is quite right in arguing that the Gods are the 
most complete and absolute individuals38 and, at the same time, the most 
united in a union beyond the community of beings.39

What does all of this have to do with erôs? Fundamentally, it allows us 
to explore what Proclus means when he says that the Good, Wisdom and 
the Beautiful are attributes, which must be done before the role of erôs itself 
may be considered. I will return, then, to a consideration of the nature of 
the triad of the Good, Wisdom and the Beautiful in light of Butler’s analysis 
of the relationship between the One and the henads.

At El.Th., proposition 13, Proclus explicitly identifies the One with the 
Good as first principle:40 “Every good is unificative of what participates it; 
and all unification is a good; and the Good is identical with the One.”41 He 

38. After all, their names, those which they have allowed us to know and have presented to us, 
are of utmost importance for Proclus: he works very hard in his Platonic Theology to understand 
how the Gods all work together to maintain the hierarchical order of reality.

39. Ibid. D.G. MacIsaac has criticized this interpretation in “The Origin of Determination 
in the Neoplatonism of Proclus,” in Divine Creation in Ancient, Medieval, and Early Modern 
Thought: Essays Presented to the Rev’d Dr. Robert D. Crouse (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 141–72 at 148, 
arguing that by reducing the One to the henads, Butler is subverting Proclus’ own ordering of the 
henads in relation to the One. Whether or not he was aware of this criticism when he wrote his 
“The Intelligible Gods in the Platonic Theology of Proclus,” Methexis 21 (2008): 131–43, Butler 
has provided an answer of sorts in this paper. He argues there that the ordering has only to do 
with the activities of the henads in relation to the different orders of Being and not to the henads 
in their simplicity. My own view on the ordering is substantially the same, and so I should be 
inclined to accept Butler’s reduction of the One to the henads. However, some qualification is 
necessary. Passages like Elements, proposition 113 (El.Th.101.5–15) where Proclus argues that 
the One is the ‘preceding’ (prohgoume/nhn) cause of the henads, w(v o( noero\v to\n nou=n kai\ o( 

yuxiko\v th\n yukh/n, and this because kai\ e1stin a)na/logon to\ plh~qov pantaxou= pro\v th\n ai0ti/an, 
seem to be more favorable to MacIsaac’s suggested interpretation of the relationship between 
the One and the henads (he gives this interpretation directly after his criticism). In light of 
these competing, and (I think) both justified, interpretations, I will suggest here a compromise. 
I suggest that Proclus was, on the one hand, compelled by his own religious commitments to 
show how a ‘many’ could be the cause of the world, while, on the other hand, he was equally 
compelled by his commitments to the Platonic philosophy to explain this causality in terms of 
a procession from a ‘one’ to a ‘many.’ Thus, there is a certain tension between how the Gods are 
and how we can describe them. Conversely, Dionysius was compelled by his religious commit-
ments to explain how a God who is one and three but not ‘many’ could be cause of the world. 
As we shall see below, he found Proclus’ henadological language to be useful for explaining the 
relations of the Trinity. Naturally, his own use of this language is not without problems, insofar 
as it does not entirely avoid making God ‘many’ as he thinks it does.

40. The Good is identified as the first principle in proposition 12 (El.Th.14.1–23).
41. El.Th.14.24–25. Pa~n a)gaqo\n e9nwtiko/n e0sti tw~n metexo/ntwn au0tou~, kai\ pa~sa e3vwsiv 

a)gaqo/n, kai\ ta)gaqo\n tw~| e9ni\ tau0to/n. This is an application of proposition 118 to the attribute 
“Good.”
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does so again, although with reference to the plurality of henads, at El.Th. 
proposition 119: “Every God subsists according to a Goodness beyond being, 
and is good neither according to condition nor according to essence (for states 
and essences have a secondary and remote rank relatively to the Gods), but 
is good in a way beyond being.”42 The divine in both its absolutely unitary 
and ineffable expression, as the One, and in its plural and yet still ineffable 
expression, as the Gods or henads, is by its very nature good. 

Thus, when we speak about the triad of the Good, Wisdom and Beauty—
each of whose members correspond to the three intelligible triads which 
compose the intelligible order of Gods—we are indeed speaking about the 
unitary nature of all of the Gods individually and as a whole, but we are doing 
so through our own mode of knowing, that is through discursive reasoning. 
Furthermore, we only have this knowledge through the self-revelation of the 
Gods, in this case, through Plato43 as a medium: Proclus draws this particular 
triad from Plato’s Phaedrus.44 This triad is but one of many which Proclus 
draws from various dialogues and is, essentially, one way among many of 
unfolding in thought the nature of the Gods through what the Gods reveal 
to us of themselves. Thus, we can say that erôs too is an attribute of the first 
principle insofar as the triad of pistis—alêtheia—erôs is 1) a series of attributes 
of the Gods revealed by the Gods in various sacred writings—in the Platonic 
dialogues and the Chaldean Oracles45—; 2)insofar as the same triad is a series 
proceeding from the superior attributes of to agathon—to sophon—to kalon; 
and 3) insofar as the henads are the One. This must put to rest interpreta-
tions such as that of de Vogel which would situate erôs as an attribute of, at 
best, a God on a low level of the henadic hierarchy which plays a relatively 

42. Ibid., 104.16–19. Pa~v qeo\v kata\ th\n u9perou/sion a)gaqo/thta u9fe/sthke, kai\ e1stin a)

gaqo\v ou1te kaq’ e3cin ou1te kaq’ ou0si/an ( kai\ ga\r ai9 e3ceiv kai\ ai9 ou0si/ai deute/ran kai\ pollosth\n 

e1laxon ta/cin a)po\ tw~n qew~n), a)ll’ u9perousi/wv.
43. That Proclus conceives of Plato as a divinely inspired writer is in no way controversial; 

rather he makes it quite clear that this is the case in the introduction to his Platonic Theology 
(PT I.1.5.1–8.15).

44. PT I.22.100.19–22.
45. See Philippe Hoffmann, “La Triade Chaldaïque e[rw~, a)lh/qeia, pi/stiv: de Proclus à 

Simplicius,” in Proclus et la Théologie Platonicienne: Actes du Colloque International de Louvain 
(13–16 mai 1998) En l’honneur de H.D. Saffrey et L.G. Westerink, ed. A.H. Segonds et C. 
Steel. Ancient and Medieval Philosophy, De Wulf-Mansion Centre, Series I, 26 (Leuven/Paris: 
Leuven U Press/Les Belles Lettres, 2000), 459–89, for an investigation of the Neoplatonic 
harmonisation of the Chaldean triad of erôs, alêtheia and pistis with the same terms as found in 
Plato. Hoffmann, in considering how the triad is used by Proclus and Simplicius in particular, 
shows how the Neoplatonists introduced a religious aspect to Plato’s treatment of these terms 
through this harmonisation.
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minor role in Proclus’ theology.46 Erôs does, in fact, play a very significant 
role in Proclus’ theology, particularly in explaining the relationship of the 
henads to each other and the procession and reversion from and to them 
that is experienced by beings.47

Before I consider the role of erôs in Proclus’ thought, I shall first make a 
close examination of the triad of the Good, Wisdom and the Beautiful and its 
relationship to the ontological cycle of remaining, procession and reversion. 
This relationship will become apparent in reading the following passages, all 
of which deserve to be quoted at length:48

 
For the Good of the Gods is the highest and most unitary term. Wisdom somehow brings 
to birth now intelligible light and the very First forms. In turn, Beauty49 is founded in 
the highest Forms and shines forth the divine light and appears first in those which 
mount up [to the intelligible50].51

Thus, the Desirable seats everything and possesses everything in itself, the Capable rouses 
everything to processions and procreations, and the Perfect completes those things which 
come forth in reversions and in rolling them up together. Through these three causes 
of all things, the Goodness of the Gods is the primary and most originating source 
and hearth of those things which have come to subsistence in any way whatsoever.52

46. C.J. de Vogel, “Amor quo caelum regitur,” Vivarium 1 (1963): 2–34; eadem, “Greek 
Cosmic Love and the Christian Love of God: Boethius, Dionysius the Areopagite and the 
Author of the Fourth Gospel,” Vigiliae Christianae 35 (1981): 57–81. Her interpretation rests 
on a judgment that erôs is not of great theological importance to Proclus, not only because of its 
origin in an inferior God (which is not correct in any case) but also on account of an observed 
absence of the term erôs in both the Platonic Theology and the Elements of Theology. However, 
erôs is clearly present, and discussed at length, in the first book of the former work (PT I.25) 
and is recapitulated in the third book (PT III.22). As for her observation of the absence of erôs 
in the Elements of Theology, this is founded upon an assumption that the object of this treatise 
is the full articulation of a concrete theology, as is the object of the Platonic Theology. However, 
this is not the case: while the Elements outlines the systematic structure of theology, a treatise 
like the Platonic Theology is required in order to provide that structure with ‘concrete’ content, 
namely the names of the gods and beings which are that structure in actuality. Thus, erôs appears 
implicitly in the Elements in the explanations of intermediary terms between unparticipated 
terms and the participants which revert to them. It is in the Platonic Theology (and elsewhere) 
that erôs is named as one of these intermediary terms.

47. Cf. W. Beierwaltes, “The Love of Beauty and the Love of God,” in Classical Mediterranean 
Spirituality (London: Routledge & K. Paul, 1986), 293–313, which affirms the importance 
of erôs in this regard.

48. Italics throughout, unless noted otherwise, are my own.
49. Although Proclus uses kallos here rather than to kalon, the meaning is the same.
50. Following the insertion made by Saffrey and Westerink in their translation.
51. PT.1.24.108.20–25. To\ me\n ga\r a)gaqo\n tw~n qew~n a)kro/tato/n e0sti kai\ e9noeide/staton: 

to\ de\ sofo\n w)di/nei pwv h1dh to\ fw~v to\ nohto\n kai\ ta\ ei1dh ta\ prw/tista: to\ de\ au] ka/llov e0p’ 
a!kroiv i3drutai toi=v ei1desi kai\ prola/mpei to\ qei=on fw~v kai\ toi=v a)niou=si prw~ton e0kfai/netai.

52. Ibid., 1.22.104.13–18. To/ te ou]n e0feto\n e0dra/zei ta\ pa/nta kai\ e0n e9autw~ kate/xei, kai\ to\ 

i9kano\n ei0v e0pistrofa\v kai\ suneli/ceiv telesiourgei= ta\ proelqo/nta: dia\ de\ tou/twn tw~n trittw~n
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It is clear from these considerations [i.e., the preceding discussion] that the category of 
Wisdom is triadic: it is full of being and truth, it is generative of intellective truth and it 
is perfective of those things which are intellective according to energy and itself remains in 
accordance with its power. Therefore, we must understand that these [characteristics] 
belong to the Wisdom of the Gods; in fact, this [i.e., Wisdom] is full of the divine 
Goodness,53 is generative of divine truth, and perfects everything which comes after it.54

Thus, since it reverts everything to itself and moves everything  and makes everything 
possessed of the Gods and calls everything back through love, this Beauty is Beloved,55 
leading the whole erotic series and, on the tips of its feet, raising everything up to it 
through longing and bewilderment.56 Since, again, with good cheer and divine facility it 
[i.e., Beauty] dispenses completions to secondary things which come from it, charming 
and enchanting everything, elevating to a great height those things which are led by it, 
and, since it carries illuminations across from there [the heights], it is, and by Plato is 
said to be, Graceful. Truly, for this reason it rounds out this triad [the Good, Wisdom 
and Beauty] and makes to emerge the ineffable union of the Gods and, in some sense, 
it flows in the light of the Forms and shines forth the intelligible light and delivers the 
secret message of Goodness, and is thus named Luminous, Glistening and Manifest.57

The first passage provides a brief summary of the relationship between the 
members of the triad. There is a definite order: the Good (or Goodness), 
itself a God, precedes the other moments as the source of the gifts which 
are communicated through the mediation of Wisdom and are made mani-
fest through the Beautiful (or Beauty) which receives them from the Good 
through Wisdom. The Good gives itself, while remaining itself, through 
Wisdom and is manifested to inferior things by its Beauty which inspires a 
desire for the Good by turning (or reverting) things toward its Beauty. The 

ai0ti/wn pa/ntwn a!ra prwtourgo/v e0sti kai\ a)rxhgikwta/th phgh\ kai\ e0sti/a tw~n o(pwsou=n 

u9festhko/twn h( tw~n qew~n a)gaqo/thv. Italics in this and subsequent translations are my own.
53. As with to kalon and kallos, Proclus uses to agathon and hê agathotês synonymously.
54. PT 1.23.105.24–106.3. Dh=lon ou]n e0k tou/twn o#ti triadiko/n e0sti to\ th=v sofi/av ge/nov, 

plh=rev me\n o2n tou= o1ntov kai\ th=v a)lhqei/av, gennhtiko\n de\ th=v noera~v a)lhqei/av, teleiwtiko\n de\ 

tw~n kat’ e0ne/rgeian noerw~n kai\ au0to\ kata\ du/namin  e9stw&v.  Tau=ta toi/nun kai\ th=| tw~n qew~n sofi/

a| prosh/kein u9pola/bwmen: kai\ ga\r e0kei/nh th=v me\n a)gaqo/thto/v e0sti th=v qei/av plh/rhv, genna~| de\ 

th\n qei/an alh/qeian, teleioi= de\ pa/nta ta\ meq’ e9auth/n.
55. Saffrey and Westerink translate this as “ce qui inspire amour,” which is not unreasonable.
56. The word here, translated as ‘bewilderment’ (ekplêxiôs), carries the suggestion of a ter-

rifying experience.
57. PT.1.24.108.7–20. Dio/ti me\n ou]n e0pistre/fei pa&nta pro\v e9auto\ kai\ kinei= kai\ e0nqousia~n 

poiei= kai\ a)nakalei=tai di’ e1rwtov, e0rasto/n e0sti to\ ka&llov, pa&shv h9gemonou=n th=v e0rwtikh=v 

seira~v kai\ e0p’ a1kroiv toi=v posi\ bebhko\v kai\ e0f’ e9auto\ pa&nta dia\ po/qou kai\ e0kplh/cewv anegei=ron.  

Dio/ti de\ au] met’ eu0frosu/nhv kai\ th=v qei/av r(astw&nav e0pore/gei toi=v deute/roiv <ta\v> a)f’ e9autou= 

plhrw&seiv, khlou=n pa&nta kai\ qe/lgon kai\ metewri/zon <ta\> a)go/mena kai\ e0poxeteuo/mena ta\v 

e0kei=qen e0lla/myeiv, a(bro/n e0sti\ te kai\ le/getai para\ tou= Pla/twnov.  Dio/ti ge mh\n sumperai/nei 

th\n tria/da tau/thn kai\ proku/ptei th\v a)rrh/tou tw~n qew~n e9nw&sewv kai\ oi[on e0pinh/xetai tw~| fwti\ 

tw~n ei0dw~n kai\ to\ nohto\n fw~v e0kla/mpei kai\ e0cagge/llei to\ th=v a)gaqo/thtov kru/fion, lampro/n 

te kai\ stilpno\n kai\ e0kfane\v e0ponoma/zetai.
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second passage unfolds the internal moments of the Good which emphasize 
its ‘remaining’ character while being the source also of processions (power, 
self-offerings) and reversions (inspirations): it is Desirable as transcendent 
source; it is Capable in that it gives inferior things their power to produce as 
sources themselves; and it is Perfect as the exemplary completion or perfect 
self-expression for which all things strive. The third passage similarly unfolds 
the internal moments of Wisdom which emphasize its ‘processive’ character 
while acknowledging that it motivates reversions and that it remains in itself 
and its source, the Good. Insofar as it is full of being and truth, Wisdom 
remains in itself and in the power communicated to it from the Good while 
it mediates this procession by being generative of intellective truth and it is 
perfective of things which are intellective according to energy by mediating the 
processions from above to those things which revert to it, thus facilitating 
their return. Finally, the fourth passage unfolds the internal moments of 
the Beautiful which emphasize its ‘revertive’ character although it does so 
through its own ‘remaining’ in the processions which it has received from 
the prior terms. However, Proclus reverses the order of the moments here:58 
it is Beloved as that which initiates the reversion of things to the source of the 
progressions which it communicates as Graceful, doing so while it remains 
in itself (its content is the processions of light from Wisdom) as manifest 
and Luminous as manifestation of Goodness. One thing to note about this 
triad, is that whereas the first term, the Good extends “to all things which 
have come to subsistence in any way whatsoever,” including matter,59 the 
other two terms can only extend to things capable of intellection of some 
kind such as Gods (in an effable and hypernoetic mode), superior beings like 
angels, demons and heroes, and souls. Furthermore, at PT III.22.79.1–5, we 
learn that this triad corresponds to the three intelligible triads: the first triad 
is primarily characterized by the Good, the second by Wisdom and the last 
by the Beautiful.60 As Butler has argued persuasively in a recent article, the 

58. Proclus does a curious thing here in changing the order of the moments in his summary 
from that in his main discussion. In the previous two passages, he summarized the preceding 
discussions of the two sets of moments in the order in which they appeared in those discus-
sions: the terms primarily associated with ‘remaining’ were presented first, those associated 
with ‘procession,’ the middle term, were presented second, and those associated with ‘reversion’ 
were presented last. We would expect that Proclus would do the same in his discussion of the 
Beautiful but in the main discussion itself he presents the term associated with ‘procession’ first, 
that associated with ‘remaining’ second and that associated with ‘reversion’ last, while in the 
summary he recounts the ‘reverting’ term first, the ‘processive’ second and the ‘remaining’ last, 
presumably to highlight its revertive function.

59. PT I.22.102.9–12.
60. These are the triads which comprise the highest order of the Gods, named from Being 

(the pinnacle of the ontological realm) which participates them before all other beings. See PT 
III.21.73.25–74.11. Of course, Proclus finds other triads of attributes which are applicable
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intelligible order of Gods is not expressive of a multiplicity of henads, but 
rather is an unfolding of the different dispositions of an individual God.61 
This means then that the internal order of the intelligible God is the origin 
of the whole cyclic process of creation in remaining, procession and reversion 
as it operates throughout the whole ontological realm.

Of the triad of the Good, Wisdom and the Beautiful, it is the latter62 with 
which I am concerned in the present exposition of the metaphysical nature of 
erôs. In the passage on the Beautiful which I have already examined,63 Proclus 
states that it is through erôs that the Beautiful effects the reversion of things. 
Proclus explains this in greater detail in the following chapter, at PT.1.25, 
where he discusses it along with two other terms, pistis (belief or faith) and 
alêtheia (truth), which form a triad with it. Just as erôs is the intermediary 
through which the Beautiful performs its function, pistis and alêtheia are the 
intermediaries through which the Good and Wisdom, respectively, perform 
their own functions. At In Alc.117.11,64 Proclus says that “the divine erôs is 
activity”65 and so it must be thought of as the energy66 of the Beautiful by 
which the latter proceeds to things and reverts things to itself.67 Erôs, as the 

to the intelligible orders; these triads account for much of the content of the third book of the 
Platonic Theology. 

61. Butler, “Intelligible Gods,” cited above in note 39. He rightly refers to Proclus’ remark, 
at In Parm.1091, that the first multiplicity of henads only appears in the intelligible and intel-
lective order of Gods, which constitutes the content of the fourth book of the Platonic Theology. 
Whether the exposition of the intelligible order in the third book of the Platonic Theology is 
to be read, as Butler argues, as an account of any God (meaning every individual God) rather 
than a single God which heads the hierarchy of henads, may be open to debate. I will reserve 
judgment until I have seen how he accounts for the lower ranks of the henads. At any rate, 
whether he is or is not correct is of little importance for my particular purposes in this essay.

62. Cf. Beierwaltes, “Love and Beauty,” for a brief account of the full movement from the 
Beautiful through Wisdom to the Good.

63. PT I.24.108.7–20. 
64. In Alc.117.11. Citations of this text are made from Proclus, Sur le Premier Alcibiade de 

Platon, Tomes I & 2, texte établi et traduit par A.Ph. Segonds (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1985). 
They are indicated, as here, by In Alc. followed by the Creuzer pagination and Segond’s lineation. 
Westerink’s edition in Proclus Diadochus: Commentary on the First Alcibiades of Plato, critical 
text and indices by L.G. Westerink (Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing Company, 1954) 
is still remarkably useful and so I have looked to it as well.

65. o9 me\n qei=ov e1rwv e0ne/rgeia/ e0stin.
66. Gersh, KINHSIS, 80–102 shows that activity (energeia) can refer to both the whole move-

ment of remaining, procession and reversion and to reversion alone. Erôs, as will become clear 
throughout this essay, is described in both of these ways by Proclus. Gersh also outlines Proclus’ 
usual reluctance to attribute activity or energy to the Good. Perhaps there is no contradiction 
here in the sense that erôs appears as the third term of the triad, the term which is participated 
most immediately by beings or, in other words, the term which expresses the outreach of the 
God’s pronoia to other Gods and to beings.

67. It would be inaccurate to say that Beauty relates itself to things.
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agent and activity of divine Beauty connects the “secondary Gods” (theous 
deuterous ), “superior kinds” (kreittona genê), and the “best of souls” (tas 
aristas psuchôn) to “those things which are before them” (tois pro heautôn)68 
by manifesting the Beauty of the superior to the inferior and inspiring the 
inferior to attain to the superior.

Thus much for a brief account of the metaphysical foundation of erôs 
among the Gods. At this point I shall consider the place and role of erôs 
in Proclus’ thought in a broader context. First, then, it is necessary to look 
back to the ontological cycle of remaining, procession and reversion and see 
how that works, so that we may get a better understanding of the relation-
ships between the Gods.69 According to the movement of the ontological 
cycle, then, the first term of the movement, the ‘remaining’ term, contains 
the inferior terms within itself; that is to say that the inferior terms are 
specifications of the first in terms of the operations proper to the first. Fur-
thermore, the whole cycle moves in reverse from the object of the proces-
sion from the source back to the source—it is a cycle of call and response. 
In the downward movement, the first term expresses the originary subject’s 
self-giving without self-diminution70 to an object which is like it71 but differs 
from it;72 the second expresses the outward movement of its procession or 
self-giving toward its object; the third term expresses the manifestation of 
what is given by the subject to the object and its desire to receive and attain 
to the perfection of the originary subject.73 In the upward part of the cycle, 
the third term becomes the first, and so it remains in its incompletion while 
turning toward its origin; the second term fills the first with the gifts from 
the origin; the third term is the origin and goal of the first term’s reversion 
and expresses the latter’s perfection or attainment of its own proper good 

68. PT I.25.109.13–16. Cf. also In Alc.52.10–12.
69. I am heavily indebted here to Eric Perl’s explanations of this cycle, and thus, since I have 

not reproduced the full detail of the process, one may look to Perl’s work (e.g., Perl, Theophany, 
37-–42) for a more complete exposition.

70. El.Th.30.9–24. (prop.26: “Every cause productive of other things, while remaining itself 
in itself, produces the things which come after it and the things in succession from them.”); ibid., 
30.25–32.9 (prop.27: “Every thing which produces is productive of secondary things through 
the perfection and abundance of its power”); ibid., 116.15.27, where Proclus argues that each 
God manifests its own character first in itself then communicates its character by virtue of its 
super-abundance (u9pe/rplhrev).

71. Ibid., 32.10–34.2 (prop.28: “Everything which produces makes to subsist things like 
to itself before things unlike.”)

72. Ibid., 34.12–27 (prop.30: “Everything which is immediately produced from something 
remains in what produces it and proceeds from it.”)

73. Ibid., 34.28–36.2 (prop.31: “Everything which proceeds from something reverts ac-
cording to its being [kat’ ousian] to that from which it proceeds.”)
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and being. This entire ontological cycle is expressive of the fulfillment of an 
individual being’s being what it is; that is to say that it is expressive of the 
object’s desire for, and attainment of, its own particular selfhood which is 
offered to it by its proper origin. 

This same process obtains among the Gods who are themselves the origin 
of the process. Gersh, who has done much to clarify the doctrine of spiritual 
motion in Proclus,74 points, in his discussion of the circular motion of power, 
to a proposition in the Elements of Theology (proposition 148) which expresses 
the relationship between the orders of the Gods. It runs as follows:

Every divine order has an internal order of threefold origin, from its highest, its mean 
and its final term. For the highest term, having the most unitary power, communicates 
its unity and unifies the whole from above, remaining in itself. The mean term, reaching 
out toward both the extremes, links together the whole about itself, transmitting the 
gifts of the first members of its orders, drawing up the powers of the last, and implanting 
in all things a community and a binding-together with one another. Thus, the whole 
becomes a single order of those which fill and of those which are filled, of those things 
which converge toward the mean as to a center. The limiting term, reverting again 
upon its source and leading back the powers which proceeded, provides sameness and 
convergence in the whole order. Thus, the whole rank is one through the one-making 
power of the first term, through the connection in the mean, and through the reversion 
of the last to the origin of the processions.75

In condensing the sense of this triad, Gersh writes:

The first element (a0kro/thv) in any such group is responsible for the procession of 
power, the second (meso/thv) is responsible both for the procession and the reversion 
of power, while the third element (te/lov or a0popera/twsiv) is responsible for the 
reversion of power.76

I shall have to modify this summary somewhat and say that the first term is 
responsible for the remaining, procession and reversion of power, the second 

74. Gersh, KINHSIS. I refer the reader to this study for a more precise formulation and 
analysis of these triads.

75. El.Th.130.4–19. Pa~sa qei/a ta/civ e9auth=| sunh/nwtai trixw~v, a)po\ te th=v a)kro/thtov th=v 

e0n au0th=| kai\ a)po\ th=v meso/thtov kai\ a)po\ tou== te/louv.  h9 me\n ga&r, e9nikwta&thn e1xousa du/namun, ei0v 

pa~san au0th\n diape/mpei th\n e3nwsin kai\ e9noi= pa~san a!nwqen, me/nousa e0f’ e9auth=v. h9 de\ mesothv, 

e0p’ a!mfw ta\ a!kra diatei/nousa, sundei= pa~san peri\ e9auth/n, tw~n me\n prw&twn diaporqmeu/ousa 

ta\v do&seiv, tw~n de\ teleutai/wn a)natei/nousa ta\v duna&meiv, kai\ pa~si koinwni/an e0ntiqei=sa kai\ 

su/ndesin pro\v a!llhla: mi/a ga\r ou3twv h9 o#lh gi/netai dia&taciv e1k te tw~n plhrou/ntwn kai\ 

tw~n plhroume/nwn, w#sper ei1v ti ke/ntron ei0v th\n meso/thta sunneuo/ntwn.  h9 de\ a)popera/twsiv, 

e0pistre/gousa pa&lin ei0v th\n a0rxh\n kai\ ta\v proelqou/sav e0pana/gousa duna&meiv, o9moio/thta kai\ 

su/nneusin th=| o#lh| ta/cei pare/xetai.  kai\ ou3twv o9 su/mpav dia&kosmov ei[v e0sti dia\ th=v e9nopoiou= 

tw~n prw&twn duna/meiv <kai\> dia\ th=v e0n th=| meso/thti sunoxh=v kai\ dia\ th=v tou= te/louv ei0v th\n a)

rxh\n tw~n proo/dwn e0pistrofh=v.

76. Gersh, KINHSIS, 62.
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for the procession and reversion, while remaining in the power it receives 
from the first, and the third for the reversion only which opens up recep-
tion of the processions of the first as they are received through the second. 
Furthermore, just as I have shown above, this process can be inverted to show 
the upward process from the third to the first term. Thus, in terms of the 
cyclical movement mediated by the middle term, the whole triad of terms 
“converges” upon the middle term which binds the extremes. This is another 
means of expressing the ontological cycle although here it does not express the 
foundation of the Gods in their own subsistence as it does for beings since the 
Gods, by their very nature, lack nothing and so are supremely themselves;77 
rather, it is an expression of the relationship between their powers. 

In the passages above, Proclus discusses, as I have pointed out, the Good, 
Wisdom and the Beautiful as characteristics of the Gods in general. I also 
mentioned that, at PT III.22, he attributes them primarily to the three in-
telligible triads. Now, although the Beautiful and its internal moments are 
characteristic of the third order of intelligible Gods, they are also present in 
the first order “unitarily” (monoeides); in other words, they are present in the 
very existence of each God. Proclus draws the following conclusions from this:

 
And if the Beautiful is in the first triad secretly and becomes manifest triadically in the 
third, then it is clear that the intelligible intellect78 both loves the first triad and has a 
love connected to its own Beauty; and this is the intelligible erôs, which is love of the 
primary Beauty. The intellective erôs proceeds from this along with faith and truth, as 
I said before: for the Good and Wisdom and the Beautiful, the intelligible monads, 
give subsistence to three powers which lift up both all other things and, before others, 
the intellective Gods.79

He posits two kinds of erôs associated with the intelligible orders: an intel-
ligible (noêtos) erôs which is a love directed both toward the Beauty of the 
third intelligible order and toward the primary Beautiful in the Good of the 
first order; and an intellective (noeros) erôs which proceeds away from the 
intelligible triads to draw all inferior or secondary things back to the intel-

77. El.Th.112.25–34 (prop.127: “Everything that is divine is primally and especially simple, 
and for this reason is self-sufficient.)

78. Proclus calls the Beautiful the intelligible intellect since the third term of any divine 
order is associated with the term mixture (See Gersh, KINHSIS, 19–24) which is third after the 
limited and limitless and is the term in which Being participates (PT III.8.30–10.42).

79. PT III.22.81.11–20. Ei0 de\ kai\ e1stin e0n th=| prw&th tria&di to\ kalo\n krufi/wv kai\ e0kfainetai 

triadikw~ve0n th=| tri/th|, dh=lon w(v o( nou=v o( nohto\v kai\ e0ra~| th=v prw&thv tria&dov kai\ e1rwta e1xei 

tw~| e0autou= ka&llei sunhmme/non: kai\ ou[tov e0stin o( nohto\v e1rwv o( th=v prwti/sthv kallonh=v.  )Ek 

dh\ tou/tou pro/eisin o( noero\v meta\ pi/stewv kai\ a)lhqei/av, w(v kai\ pro/teron ei1pomen: to\ ga\r 

agaqo\n kai\ sofo\n kai\ kalo/n, ai9 nohtai\ mona/dev, trei=v u9pe/sthsan a)nagwgou\v duna/meiv tw~n 

te a!llwn a(pa&ntwn kai\ pro\ tw~n a!llwn tw~n noerw~n qew~n.
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ligible order. The intelligible erôs is present in the intelligible order of Gods 
unitarily, or indistinguishably; in this order there is no distinction between 
lover and beloved. Thus, the Gods are the sources of all relationship, whether 
between Gods (i.e., their powers) or between cause and effect in the onto-
logical realm. It is for this reason that Proclus can say in his commentary on 
Plato’s Alcibiades Major that “the intelligible Gods, because of their ineffable 
union, do not need erotic mediation.”80 The intelligible Gods—the Gods as 
individuals—embody love, so to speak, and therefore do not need external 
mediation. Relationship first becomes manifest in the intelligible and intel-
lective order of Gods, where erôs appears in the lowest order (hence its ‘intel-
lective’ status). This order forms a processive or mediatory one between the 
intelligible and intellectual orders.81 This concise placement of erôs is made 
explicit by Proclus in his commentary on the Alcibiades Major where he says 
that erôs, along with pistis and alêtheia, is revealed “first in the ‘unspeakable’ 
rank of the Gods,”82 a rank derived from the Chaldaean Oracles which cor-
responds to the rank of the intelligible and intellective Gods.83 Erôs mediates 
between the Gods precisely as the third term of the cyclic process, revealing 
the Beauty of superior Gods to inferior, leading the latter up to the former, 
and is expressive of the hierarchical arrangement of the divine powers and 
not of the causation of the Gods themselves.

This notion of the Gods’ love for each other is found in a number of 
places in Proclus’ commentary on the Alcibiades Major. One of these pas-
sages explicitly connects the erôs of the Gods for each other to erôs as it is 
experienced by human beings:

What should we say about the Gods who are said to love their own offspring, just as 
the myth-makers make Zeus love either Kore or Aphrodite? Is it not that such a love is 
providential and preservative of those things which are beloved and is perfective of them 
and capable of holding them together? Is it not that it is unrelated, unmixed, and of the 
form of the Good and immaculate? Or from where does this erotic character come to 
human souls, except it pre-subsist in the Gods themselves? For everything that may be 
good and salvific in souls has its cause determined by the Gods. For this reason Plato 
says that the paradigms of all excellences and of bodily goods pre-subsist there, such 
as health, strength, justice and self-moderation. By how much more are we to suppose 
that the primary cause of the erotic, given by divine gift, is in the Gods, as Socrates says 

80. In Alc.53.2–4. Ta\ me\n ou]n nohta\ dia\ th=v a!fraston e3nwsin ou0 dei=tai th=v e0rwtikh=v 

meso/thtov.
81. Cf. El.Th.116.29–118.7 (prop.132: “All the orders of the Gods are bound together by 

the mean term.”)
82. In Alc.51.18. e0kfaino/menai de\ prw&twv e0n th=| a)fqe/gktw| ta/cei tw~n qew~n.
83. W. O’Neill in Proclus: Alcibiades I. A Translation and Commentary, trans. William 

O’Neill (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1965), 32–33. O’Neill, in a note, sums up the evidence 
pertaining to this group of Gods and cites Lewy’s study of them.
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in the Phaedrus? Indeed, Gods love Gods: the superior love the inferior providentially, 
and the inferior love the superior epistrophically.84

We see then, that the love which we experience as human beings is also ex-
perienced by the Gods toward one another, although in a much purer sense; 
nevertheless we participate in the divine love of the Gods according to our 
own capacity.85 The paradigm of all human love is present in the Gods them-
selves in both their love for each other and for us. This passage, in particular, 
points to two kinds of erôs, which Cornelia de Vogel in her study of erôs in 
Proclus and Dionysius refers to as the e1rwv pronohtiko/v, the love of higher 
for lower and the e1rwv sunektiko/v, love of one’s own beauty.86 We have 
already encountered this last kind of love in the orders of intelligible Gods 
and the former in the love of the intelligible Gods for the lower orders. She 
mentions two others: e1rwv koinwniko/v, the love of those in the same rank 
for one another87 and e1rwv e0pistreptiko/v, the love which reverts things to 
their causes (and which I have focused on for the most part so far). These 
distinctions have a very different meaning when they become manifest in the 
ontological realm and so we ought now to move on to a consideration of the 
transition from erôs among the Gods to erôs among beings.

It is in his commentary on the Alcibiades Major that Proclus describes 
the procession of erôs from the Gods to human souls. Proclus is concerned 
there to show that the aim (skopos) of Plato’s dialogue is to bring to light 
knowledge of our being88 and much of the commentary involves discussion 
of the means by which we come to this knowledge:

84. Ibid., 55.11–56.4. Ti/ d’ a@n ei1poimen peri\ tw~n legome/nwn qew~n e0ra~n tw~n oi0kei/wn gennhma/

twn, w#sper oi9 muqopla/stai poiou=sin h2 th=v Ko/rhv h2 au0th=v th=v )Afrodi/thv e0rw~nta to\n Di/a; 

Ou0x w(v a!sxetov kai\ a)migh\v kai\ a)gaqoeidh\v kai\ a!xrantov;  2H po/qen kai\ e0n tai=v a)nqrwpi/naiv 

yuxai=v tou=to to\ e0rwtiko\n i0di/wma, mh\ pro/teron e0n au0toi=v prou+pa/rxon toi=v qeoi=v; Pa~n ga\r 

o#tiper a@n a)gaqo\n kai\ swth/rion e0n tai=v yuxai=v h]| th\n ai0ti/an a_po\ tw~n qew~n w(risme/nhn e1xei: dio\ 

kai\ tw~n a)retw~n pasw~n kai] tw~n swmatikw~n a)gaqw~n e0kei= prou+pa/rxein ta\ parade/gmata/ fusin 

o( Pla/twn, oi[on u(gei/av i0sxu/ov dikaiosu/nhv swfrosu/nhv.  Po/sw dh\ ma~llon th=v e0rwtikh=v e0n 

qeoi=v ei]nai th\n prwtourgo\n ai0ti/an u9poqhso/meqa qei/a| do/sei didome/nhv, w(v au0to\v fusin o( e0n tw~| 

Fai/drw| Swkra/thv; Kai\ qeoi\ toi/nun qew~n e0rw~sin, oi9 presbu/teroi tw~n katadeeste/rwn, alla\ 

pronohtikw~v, kai\ oi9 katadee/steroi tw~n u(perte/rwn, a)ll’ e0pistreptikw~v.
85. Ibid., 36.25–37.18. Here Proclus distinguishes between Divine love and the vulgar love 

to which human souls often turn. 
86. De Vogel, “Greek Cosmic Love,” 59; eadem, “Amor quo caelum regitur,” 15. These 

distinctions are useful but, unfortunately, she gives no definite references for them.
87. The suggestion of this form of love is found at In Alc.140.23–141.5.
88. In Alc.1–7.11.
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I think that the most valid and most certain starting point of the Platonic dialogues and 
of every philosophical contemplation is the diagnosis of our own being. If this has been 
posited correctly we will be able to understand, I think, the good which is appropriate 
to us and the evil which fights with it in every way. For it is natural that, for each of 
the things which are, just as their being differs, thus the perfection belonging to these 
is one thing, and [the perfection] belonging to others something else, according to the 
descent of their being along the scale.89

Knowledge of our essence requires knowledge of the kind of being which we 
have been given and how this being fits into the cosmos as a whole. Like all 
beings, our being has a proper ‘good’ associated with it or, in other words, a 
proper way for it to exist and it is entirely possible for us to fall away from 
that good by turning toward ‘the evil which fights with it.’90 This good is not 
something that we never completely lack, since the self-giving of the Gods 
is without limit either quantitatively or qualitatively, and so desire of one’s 
proper good is not appetitive of something external. We must understand 
what our kind of being is before we can know its good, attainment of which 
constitutes our perfection, because “perfection is not perfection of itself but 
of the being by which it is participated,”91 and this because the Good oper-
ates prior to Being92 (the latter is expressive only of our bare existence). In 
fact, the necessity of knowing our mode of being in order to know its proper 
perfection is the content of the Delphic command to ‘Know Thyself ’;93 the 
Delphic command is a command to revert upon our cause and, in the im-
mediate sense, this cause is intellect.94 It is the means by which we come to 
this knowledge with which I am concerned, and specifically erôs itself as a 
guide to self-knowledge as it is mediated hierarchically through the superior 
kinds and human souls. 

This knowledge of our being is fundamentally knowledge of our own 
selves, h9 e9autw~n gnw~siv.95 This self-knowledge is communicated to us by the 
Gods through daimonic intermediaries which both mediate the providential 
love of the Gods to lower things and inspire lower things with love of the 
higher. Proclus wants to maintain that erôs is primarily a God, as we have 
seen, but he is also compelled to deal with Socrates’ characterization of erôs 

89. Ibid., 1.3–10. Tw~n Platwnikw~n kai\ pa/shv, w(v ei0pei=n, th=v filoso/fou qewri/av, a)rxh\n 

kuriwta/thn kai\ bebaiota/thn ei]nai nomi/zomen th\n th=v e9autw~n ou0si/av dia/gnwsin. Tau/thv ga\r 

o)rqw~v u(poteqei/shv kai\ to\ a)gaqo\n to\ prosh=kon h(min kai\ to\ tou/tw~| maxo/menon kako\n pa/ntwv 

pou katamaqei=n a)kribe/steron dunhso/meqa. Pe/fuke ga\r e9ka/stw| tw~n o!ntwn, w#sper to\ ei]nai 

dia&foron, ou3tw dh\ kai\ h9 teleio/thv toi=v me\n a!llh, toi=v de\ a!lla, kata\ th\n th=v ou0si/av u3fesin.
90. Cf. De Mal. Sub. for Proclus’ most detailed account of the way evil ‘fights’ with the good 

by a kind of parasitisation of the power of the good.
91. In Alc.4.5–6. Ou0 ga\r e0sti\n h9 teleio/thv, a)lla\ th=v ou0si/av u9f’ h[v mete/xetai.
92. Ibid., 1.10–4.2.
93. Ibid., 4.21–5.14.
94. Ibid., 3.14–15.
95. Ibid., 5.16; also, ibid., 4.23–24.
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as a daimôn in the Symposium; he does so in the following passage:

Indeed, it is because of this, I suppose, that the discourse in the Symposium calls erôs a 
great daimôn since he shows primarily in himself the power of this mediation, as the 
middle of everything which is reverted and the cause of its reversion and as desired by 
secondary things.96

The God is named a daimôn on account of his primary mediatory power and 
because, as the next passage shows, the God is the source of the daimonic 
erôtes which mediate erôs to secondary things:

Now, the whole erotic series thrown forth from the cause of Beauty unites everything to 
it [i.e., the cause of Beauty] and calls everything back to participation in it and makes 
a middle procession between the beloved and those things which are led back through 
erôs. It is because of this that it has made to pre-subsist in itself the paradigm of the 
whole order of daimones, having that intermediacy among the Gods which the daimones 
have been allotted between the affairs of divinities and mortals.97

The mediating power of daimones is patterned on that which is exercised by 
the Gods, and it is they who fill the intervening spiritual ‘space’ between 
Gods and human souls. The remainder of this long passage goes on to unfold 
the processions of daimones which mediate erôs as far as to the human souls 
which act as daimonic mediators of erôs for other souls. Although at every 
level the Beauty which is the cause and object of love is mediated by daimones 
according to the mode of reception of the things at that level, nevertheless 
it is only really clear from Proclus’ exposition how this mediation works on 
the level of human souls, as shown in this case through Socrates’ relation-
ship to Alcibiades. 

I will finish with Proclus here by emphasizing the notion that erôs initiates 
the reversion toward perfection, or completion, of our being, and thus the 
return to our proper selves. As such an initiator, erôs acts cyclically at both 
the divine and ontological levels, both calling inferior things to return to 
their causes and thus themselves (with the caveat that this is not quite the 
case for the divine) and inspiring in those which are called the love for the 
beauty of their superiors. The other kinds of erôs are simply modes of this 

96. Ibid., 30.21–31.2. Kai\ dia\ tou=to dh/pou kai\ o( e0n tw~| Sumposi/w| lo/gov dai/mona me/gan 

e0ka/lei to\n e1rwta th\n th=v  meso/thtov tau/thv du/naming e0n e9autw~| prw&twv e0pideiknu/menon, 

panto\v tou= e0pistrefome/nou kai\ tou= th=v e0pistrefh=v ai0ti/ou kai\ o(rektou= toi=v deute/roiv u9pa/

rxontov me/sou.
97. Ibid., 31.2–9. 9H toi/nun e0rwtikh\ pa~sa  seira\ th=v tou=  ka&llouv ai0ti/av probeblhme/nh 

suna&gei pa&nta pro\v au0th\n kai\ a)nakalei=tai pro\v th\n me/qecin au0th=v kai\ me/shn e0poih/sato pro/

odon tou= te e0rastou= kai\ tw~n di’ e1rwtov a)nagome/nwn: kai\ dia\ tou=to th=v o#lhv tw~n daimo/nwn 

ta/cewv e0n e9auth=| to\ para&deigma proesth/sato,tau/thn e0n toi=v qeoi=v e1xousa th\n meso/thta h$n 

oi9 dai/monev tw~n te qei/wn metacu\ kai] tw~n qnhtw~n e0kplhrw/santo pragma/twn.
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call and response.
erôs and the Trinity

Now that I have taken my exposition of Proclus’ doctrine of erôs as far as 
is necessary for my present purposes, I shall move on to consider Dionysius’ 
doctrine of the same. In order to do so I will have to consider Dionysius’ 
reading of Plato’s Parmenides. It is hardly disputed by scholars that Dionysius 
subscribes to a Neoplatonic interpretation of this dialogue in his exposition on 
the divine names; rather, what is disputed is precisely to which interpretation 
it is that he subscribes. I propose to show in what follows that Dionysius is 
indeed following Proclus’ interpretation of the Parmenides, specifically insofar 
as he attributes the second hypothesis not only to Being but also to the One 
reflexively; there is no dispute about the attribution of the first hypothesis 
to the One. Therefore, I shall begin at the summit of Dionysius’ theology, 
as I did for Proclus, and consider how he speaks of the One and the Trinity 
which is the first multiplicity after the One.

The fact that Dionysius attributes the second hypothesis to God (the One) 
has been established by modern scholarship, but just how he does so remains 
open to debate. In a recent book, Sarah Klitenic Wear and John Dillon have 
argued that Dionysius followed what has been taken to be Porphyry’s inter-
pretation of the second hypothesis of the Parmenides in attributing Being, 
Life and Wisdom to God, in opposition to the interpretation of Proclus who 
attributes the second hypothesis to Being and its derivatives, reserving only 
the first hypothesis for attribution to the One.98 A similar thesis has been put 
forth by Werner Beierwaltes who also argues that Proclus’ interpretation of 
the second hypothesis refers to these three attributes, although he argues in 
terms of self-thinking Nous and without reference to Porphyry.99 This leads 
him to read DN 7.2 as an exposition on God, the Divine Unity, as also 
“absolute Self-thinking.”100 However, it is just this notion of self-thinking 
or self-reflection which is absent from Dionysius’ exposition. At the very 
beginning of DN 7.2 he says that the Divine Wisdom (h9 qei/a sofi/a) has 
no intellective activities but that he is compelled to consider it in relation to 
knowing since scripture says that it knows all things. The rest of the passage 
gives no suggestion of the kind of reflexive thinking upon the source which 
characterizes Nous. Rather, the Divine Wisdom knows all things “according 
to cause” (kat’ ai0ti/an): “Indeed, if God communicates being to all the things 
which are according to a single cause, then He will know everything which 
is from Himself and which pre-subsisted in Him according to the same he-

98. S. Klitenic-Wear and J.M. Dillon, Dionysius the Areopagite and the Neoplatonist Tradition: 
Despoiling the Hellenes (Burlington: Ashgate, 2007), 33–50.

99. Beierwaltes, “Love and Beauty.” 
100. Ibid., 7.
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nadic cause.”101 Nowhere in this passage is there a sense of the independent 
existence of Forms as thoughts and differentiations of Nous. There can be no 
self-reflection in the Trinity since there is no cause to which it can revert, or 
upon which it can reflect since it is the primary cause of all things. In this 
passage, Dionysius is using language which Proclus also uses in his discussion 
of the Gods as henads.102 Earlier, I showed that Proclus attributes the second 
hypothesis to the One, but reflexively, in such a way that this hypothesis is 
understood to be pointing to the orders of henads or Gods. I also showed, 
with Butler’s aid, that the One is not other than each of the Gods both in 
their absolute individuality and in their equally absolute unity. Thus, I shall 
argue against Wear, Dillon and Beierwaltes that Dionysius has done the same 
with regard to the simultaneous individuality and unity of God considered 
as Trinity and One.

The first and most apparent point of contact between Dionysius’ doctrine 
of the Trinity and Proclus’ doctrine of henads is their common usage of the 
phrase, “flowers and lights beyond being” (a!nqh kai\ u9perousi/a fw~ta))) drawn 
from the Chaldean Oracles; Proclus uses it to signify the henads while Dio-
nysius uses it to signify two of the members of the Trinity, namely the Son 
and Spirit, in relation to the Father.103 While this bit of evidence is hardly 
sufficient to prove a unity of doctrine, since it could conceivably indicate 
only a common literary source, the rest of the terminology which Dionysius 
uses does provide more certain confirmation of this unity.

For this evidence I must examine his description of the Trinity in terms 
of unity and difference. At DN 2.4 641AB, when discussing the relationship 
between the Persons of the Trinity, Dionysius writes that:

[the remaining] in each other, if it is right to say so, of the Henarchic Hypostases, and 
their founding completely beyond the unified and unconfused with any part, just as the 
lights of lamps […] being in one house,104 are wholes in the wholes of each other; in an 
unmixed and precise way they hold their distinction, standing their ground individually 
from each other, being unified105 in separation and separated in union.106

101. DN 7.2 869B (197.5–7). Kai\ ga\r ei0 kata\ mi/an ai0ti/an o( qeo\v pa~si toi=v ou]si tou= 

einai metadi/dwsi, kata\ th\n au0th\n e9nikh\n ai0ti/an ei1setai pa&nta w(v e0c au0tou= o1nta kai\ e0n au0tw~| 

prou+festhko/ta.
102. See El.Th.106.10–33 (prop. 121).
103. Proclus, De Mal. Sub. 2, 11 & Comm. In Parm. 1049 (although they are referred to 

here as flowers and summits); Dionysius, DN 645B.
104. This seems to recall Plotinus’ description of the soul’s union with the One at Enneads 

5.3.17. Plotinus says there that the soul sees the One by the very light which the One brings 
to the soul. In Dionysius’ passage, the members of the Trinity are the same light and so their 
union is much more complete than that of the soul and the One.

105. See previous note. 127.2–7.
106. DN 2.4 641AB. h( e0n a)llh/laiv, ei0 ou3tw xrh\ fa&nai, tw~n e9narxikw~n u9posta&sewn 

mo/nh, kai\ i 3drusiv, o(likw~v u9perhnwme/nh, kai\ ou0deni \ me /rei sugkexume/nh, kaqa/per 
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He uses the word h9nw&menov (unified) to point to the unity of beings which the 
Trinity surpasses and which we saw was restricted to beings also by Proclus; 
Dionysius uses it in reference to beings again at DN 4.7 704B–C where he 
discusses Beauty as Good, when considered in a way beyond-being, and as 
giver of existence to beings. It is there contrasted to the Beauty as Good which 
acts henadically, or e9nikw~v (in a way which excludes composition). One might 
object that his application of it to the Trinity at DN 2.4 641B would seem 
to indicate a break in the Proclean usage of the terminology but the contrast 
of h9nwme/na to e9nw&sei gives the h9nwme/na a special reference in this context. 
Here it is used to contrast the unity of the Trinitarian distinctions, named 
from existential relationships, with the ineffable unity of the Trinity prior 
to those names. For the most part, whenever Dionysius uses e3nwsiv and its 
derivatives, he is referring to the unity of God beyond being.107 Other turns 
of phrase in this passage remind us of Proclus as well, such as “remaining in 
each other,” “wholes in wholes” (which reminds us of Proclus’ “all in all”) 
and the precision and absoluteness of their distinction from each other. Just 
as the henads are inseparable from the One, or rather each one of them is the 
One and not a second hypostasis as Being108 is taken to be, so too the Persons 
of the Trinity are inseparable from the One Godhead, or rather each of the 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit are the One and not a second, third or fourth 
hypostasis.109 Dionysius’ use of the word ‘hypostasis’ to refer to the Persons 
here need not indicate a ‘substantial’ or ontological nature: Proclus used 
‘hypostasis’ to refer to erôs as a God at, amongst other places, In Alc.51.9.110 

fw=ta lampth/rwn […] o!nta e0k oi1kw| e9ni\ kai\ o#la e0n a)llh/loiv o#loiv e0sti\n, a)kraifnh= kai\ akribh= 

th\n a)p’ a)llh/lwn i0dikw~v u(fistame/nhn e1xei dia&krisin h(nwme/na th=| diakri/sei, kai\ th=| e9nw/sei 

diakekrime/na.
107. This is so even when he speaks of the union of souls with the hyperousios divinity (e.g., 

DN 1.5 593B–C [116.14–117.4]) and when he denies the adequacy of the term (e.g., DN 1.5 
593C [117.10]).

108. Cf. Butler, “Gods and Being,” 98–99; for another recent account of the Trinity which 
comes to a similar conclusion (albeit without much reference to Proclus), see Bogdan Bucur, 
“Dionysius East and West: Unities, Differentiations, and the Exegesis of Biblical Theophanies,” 
Dionysius 26 (2008): 121.

109. Philological confi rmation of this relation is found in the study made by Perczel of Dio- Philological confirmation of this relation is found in the study made by Perczel of Dio-
nysius’ borrowings from Proclus’ Platonic Theology: he shows how, in his own text, Dionysius has 
substituted the Godhead in place of the gods in Proclus’ text in “A Preliminary Study,” 510–14. 

110. Ysabel de Andia in Henosis: L’Union à Dieu chez Denys l’Aréopagite (Leiden: Brill, 
1996), at 49–53, shows Dionysius’ dependence on Proclus’ henadological language precisely for 
characterizing the Trinity but then concludes her investigation by expressing implicit agreement 
with H.D. Saffrey when he says that Dionysius “ne pouvait naturellement pas recevoir comme 
telle la doctrine des hénades et qu’elle ne devait apparaître dans son oeuvre qu’en filigrane” 
(Ibid., 52–53). How one can adopt the language and formulae of a system of thought without 
its substance is unclear to me. Further on in the same chapter de Andia asserts that Dionysius’ 
divergence from the Trinitarian doctrine of the Cappadocians “non seulement parce que Denys



erôs, the Son, and the Gods as Metaphysical Principles  119119

Regarding the terms “individuality” (i0dio/thv)111 and “unitary” (e9niai/ov),112 
Dionysius uses these as well when referring to things beyond being. Likewise, 
he follows Proclus in using “sameness” or “identity” (tauto/thv),113 difference 
(e9tero/thv)114 and essence or being (ou0si/a)115 when discussing beings and 
their characteristics. Both Ysabel de Andia116 and Wear and Dillon117compare 
this passage with one in Proclus’ commentary on Plato’s Timaeus at In Tim.
III.254, which appears to be its provenance. The latter explains the mode 
of unity appropriate to the Forms and makes use of the image of light emit-
ted from lamps. What is not noticed by these authors is that Dionysius has 
omitted from his version of the image the terminology of Forms and has 
replaced it with that of the henads, thus transposing the example of lamps 
from the Forms to the henadic trinity.

a emprunté au néoplatonisme, pour caractériser les Hypostases, des termes procliens comme 
les «pousses divines»—ce qu’a bien vu le Père Saffrey—, mais aussi parce que sa réflexion théo-
logique sur les Hypostases est tout à fait différente de celle des Cappadociens.” The difference, 
of course, is accounted for by the fact that Dionysius’ theological reflection is a neoplatonic 
reflection, particularly a reflection on the Proclean conception of the divine. What Dionysius 
does not take from Proclus is the cultural content (his polytheism) which fills the henadological 
framework which Proclus presents in his work.

111. E.g., DN 2.4 641A (126.17)—although it only appears once in the Chapter on the 
Trinity, it appears elsewhere in relation to what comes from God, e.g., at DN 10.3 937C (216.8).

112. E.g., DN 2.11 649B (136.6); DN 2.11 652A (137.7); et alia. One passage in par-One passage in par-
ticular is quite remarkable insofar as Dionysius there applies this language to the vision of his 
teacher Hierotheus: “But when that man was leading the way to really divine things, he set 
forth synoptic definitions which comprehended many things in one, as it is possible for us, and, 
so many teachers of newly initiated souls among us he commanded to unfold and divide, into 
discourse commensurate with our abilities, the synoptic and unitary [heniaios] compactions of 
that man’s most intellective power, and you yourself have many times urged us to this and have 
sent back the same book as transcending [your powers].” (DN 3.2 681B [140.6–12]) [ 0All’ 
e0peidh\ tw~| o!nti ta\ qei=a presbutikw~v u9fhgou/menov e0kei=nov sunoptikou\v h9mi=n o#rouv e0ce/qeto kai\ 

e0n e0ni\ polla\ perieilhfo/tav w(v oi[on h(mi=n kai\ o#soi kaq’ h9ma~v dida&skoloi tw~n neotelw~n yuxw~n 

e0gkeleuo/menov a)naptu/cai kai\ diakri=nai tw~| h9mi=n summe/trw| lo/gw| ta\v sunoptika\v kai\ e9niai/av 

th=v noerwta/thv ta)ndro\v e)kei/nou duna/mewv suneli/ceiv, kai\ polla/kiv h9ma~v kai\ au0to\v ei0v tou=to 

proe/treyav kai\ th/n ge bi/blion au0th\n w(v u9perai/rousan a)ntape/stalkav.]
113. E.g., DN 2.4 641A (126.7); DN 4.2 696B (145.1); et alia.
114. E.g., DN 1.4 589D (112.13); DN 4.7 704B (152.15); et alia.
115. E.g., DN 1.1 588B (109.10); DN 2.10 648C (134.13); et alia. Dionysius refers to God 

as hyperousios ousia at DN 1.1 588B (109.13-14) but S. Lilla in “Pseudo-Denys l’Aréopagite, 
Porphyre et Damascius,” in Denys l’Aréopagite et sa posterité en Orient et en Occident, ed. Ysabel 
de Andia (Paris: Institut d’Études Augustiniennes, 1997), 117–154 at 126 gives an adequate 
explanation of the apparent inconsistency: “Cette contradiction apparente peut être comprise 
dans son sens propre si l’on tient compte d’une des lois generals qui réglent le système hiérarchique 
proclien et que Denys reproduit ainsi: «les propriétés des effets demeurent déjà dans leur causes 
d’une façon surabondante et comme part de leur essence»” (Lilla citing DN 2.8 645D [133.3–4]).

116. De Andia, Henosis, 53–55.
117. Wear and Dillon, Despoiling, 39.
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Furthermore, just as Proclus names the orders of henads from the Being 
and beings which participate in them, so does Dionysius name the Godhead, 
both in its unity and in its distinction.118 Dionysius distinguishes between two 
categories of names: there are ‘unified’ names derived from ta\ h9nwmena, or 
Being and its specifications,119 and which are attributed to the entire Godhead, 
and there are ‘divided’ or ‘differentiated’ names, ta\ diakekrime/na, which are 
attributed to the supremely individual Persons of the Trinity and which are 
not interchangeable or universally applicable.120 Through the unified names, 
God as One is known or thought only as cause, or determination, of the 
various specifications of Being, the realm of created things; these names have 
no special relationship to individual members of the Trinity—the Father is to 
be identified with Being no more than He is to be identified with Worm.121 
The names are indicative of the relation between the One and Being and 
its specifications, or between the Persons of the Trinity and the attributes 
(Fatherhood and Son-ship) of which they are the source, and are not indica-
tive of relationships which are hyperousios. The names are indicative of the 
manifestations of the hyperousios in the ousia.

The transition from hyperousios to ousia is described by Dionyius in the 
fourth chapter of his Divine Names, which is ostensibly concerned with 
the name ‘Good’. On one side of the transition is the Trinity: at DN 3.1 
680B, Dionysius tells us that the Trinity is at once the principle of goodness 
(agaqarxi/an) and beyond-goodness (u9pera/gaqon). On the other side there 
is the Good prior to, but productive of, Being: at DN 4.1–2 693A–697A, 
he writes that the Good, as the essentially Good (ou0siw~dev a)gaqo\n), and as 

118. Of course, he also finds precedence for this method of naming in Scripture; we see this 
at DN 4.4 700C (149.7–8) where he paraphrases St. Paul at Rom 1:20: “that ‘the invisible things’” 
of God ‘from the creation of the cosmos, are looked upon as they are perceived intellectually 
in the things made, namely His eternal power and deity’” [a)ll’ o#ti «ta\ a(o/rata» tou= qeou= «a)po\ 

kti/sewv ko/smou toi=v poih/masi noou/mena kaqora~tai, h# te a)i5diov au0tou= du/namiv kai\ qeio/thv»].
119. DN 2.3 640B (125). This must also include the name Good insofar as it appears to 

us, or insofar as it is intelligible in its various moments. The Goodness of the entire Godhead is 
prior to Being but is intelligized and thought according to Being, in a way which is ou0siw&dhv. 
As cause of Goodness, Light and Beauty, the Godhead is thought, not as Being or being, but 
rather as the goal and paths of the striving to which each being is compelled insofar as it ‘is’ or 
even, in the case of non-being or matter, wishes ‘to be.’

120. Ibid., 2.4 640D–641C (126.3–128.7).
121. For Worm see CH 2.5 145A (15). Enrica Ruaro, in a recent article, “God and the 

worm: the twofold otherness in Pseudo-Dionysius‘ theory of dissimilar images,” American 
Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 82.4 (2008): 581–92, has argued that Dionysius uses the image 
of a worm as the “prototype” of his theory of dissimilar similarities. As such a prototype, the 
worm can be regarded, according to ancient biological theories, both as origin of man and as 
radically other, and thus is somehow an adequate image of God who is origin and other. I find 
Ruaro’s argument to be both convincing and highly intriguing.
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revealed in Scripture (tw~| logw~|) is the source of all gifts to beings while being 
prior to beings. Therefore, the name Good refers to the totality of the gifts 
of the Trinity as a unity, a communication of the simple hyparxis122 of the 
unified Trinity to the divided Being of all beings, as comprehended from our 
perspective, itself informed by Holy Scripture. Dionysius unfolds these gifts 
in a descending list beginning from the angels and extending through human 
souls to non-beings (probably matter) from DN 4.1–4.3, encompassing all 
kinds of created being, from those which merely are (participating only in 
Being) to those which subsist wholly intellectually, that is incorporeally. For 
Dionysius, as for Proclus, Being refers to the modes of existence governed 
by the causal relationship of ground and grounded.123 Let us take a closer 
look at the nature of this ‘Good.’

The content of the name Good (agathônymian, tagathon) bears a great 
deal of similarity to the Good (to agathon) which Proclus ascribes first to the 
Gods in general and then to the intelligible orders of the Gods as a primary 
characteristic. Dionyius unfolds the Good into three moments—Good 
(tagathon),124 Light (phôs)125 and Beauty (kallos)126—which correspond nearly 
exactly to those moments of the Good posited by Proclus—the Good (to 
agathon), Wisdom (to sophon) and the Beautiful (to kalon). As I have already 
shown, the Good for Dionysius is a hyperousios characteristic of the Deity 
as a unitary Godhead. It is one of those names in the category of hênomena 
which apply to the whole Godhead and so to each Person of the Trinity 
equally. Thus, Dionysius can say of Jesus,127 for example,that, as Holy Word 
(i9ero\v lo/gov), He is “the paternal Light, ‘the true being who illuminates 
every human being coming to the cosmos’”;128 that “the one and simple and 

122. Contra Wear and Dillon’s account of the use made of the word hyparxis by Proclus, see 
Butler, “Polytheism,” 91–92, where he shows that hyparxis is used to contrast the subsistence of 
the henads with that of beings. See also Gersh, KINHSIS, 33–35, where he shows its association 
with the unity of the subject to which it is applied, generally as the first term of the triadic cycle 
of procession, and where he also affirms its particular applicability to the Gods. Dionysius uses 
hyparxis in this way in a number of places: DN 1.5 593D (117.11); DN 2.1 636C (122.1); 
DN 2.3 640C (126.1); et al. 

123. Cf. Perl, Theophany, 65–81; Gersh, KINHSIS, 47. 
124. DN 4.1–4.
125. Ibid., 4.5–6.
126. Ibid., 4.7–10.
127. Whether ‘Jesus’ and ‘Son’ bear different significations for Dionysius—and, if so, to 

what degree—is discussed below.
128. CH 1.2 121A (7): to\ patriko\n fw~v, to\ o2n «to\ a)lhqino/n, o# fwti/zei pa/nta a!nqrwpon 

e0rxo/menon ei0v to\n ko/smon». Ad loc. in the modern edition of the Dionysian Corpus, Suchla cites 
Plotinus, Enn. V 1, 6, 28ff. as the source of the quotation here, but see Perczel, “A Preliminary 
Study,” 501, for an interesting account of Dionysius’ modification of Proclean material from 
PT 1.1.
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hidden [subsistence] of Jesus, the most thearchic Word, by His entrance into 
human being amongst us, came forth to the composite and visible [condition] 
unchangingly in goodness and love129 of humanity.”130 Even the differentiated 
moments of goodness are attributable one and all to Jesus and, we must say, 
to the Father and Spirit as well.

Whereas Proclus attributes the moments of the Good primarily to the 
first order of the Gods, the intelligible, and despite the fact that it is common 
to all of the Gods, Dionysius does not follow suit: Dionysius does not have 
a plurality of Gods to explain—in fact he wants to deny a plurality alto-
gether—and thus he seems to be more concerned than Proclus to emphasize 
the absolute transcendence of the Deity over any characterizations at all.131 

At this point in his reflections on the Deity there is a tension between his 
desire (and need) to name and his desire to preserve God’s ineffability. One 
feels tempted to assume that he does associate the Persons of the Trinity with 
particular attributes (e.g., Being, Life and Wisdom) but it is clear from his 
repeated declarations of the applicability of all attributes but three (Father, 
Son, Holy Spirit) to the Godhead as a unity that he himself is not willing to 
make these associations.

For Dionysius, the three moments of the name Good are associated with 
the triad of remaining, procession and reversion. With regard to the name 
Good Dionysius writes that “transcendently the theologoi apply it to the 
Deity beyond deity and mark it off from all things […] calling the thearchic 
hyparxis goodness, and that the Good, by its very existence, distributes 
goodness to all things which are as good [agathon] in the form of Being 
[ousiôdes].”132 This is a succinct representation of the Good remaining in its 
unitary existence or subsistence, its thearchic hyparxis, in distinction from its 
procession, its ousiôdes agathon. Dionysius reinforces this representation with 
a neoplatonic exposition of Plato’s Sun simile, much like that of Proclus at PT 
2.7.43.13–51.19,133 according to which the Good is the transcendent cause of 
everything. Of course, although the emphasis in the first four sections of the 

129. Love, here philanthrôpia, is clearly associated with the name Beauty, as in DN 4.
130. EH 3.theoria.12 444A (92.21–93.1).
131. E.g., even when he affirms that the two of the Persons of the Trinity are the Father 

and the Son, he also denies that this can be understood according to any notion of Fatherhood 
or Son-ship which we may have (DN 2.8 645C–D [132.5–133.4]). One may take as further 
evidence the numerous other passages in which Dionysius denies the adequacy of the attrib-
utes which has previously applied to the Godhead. Finally, consider Lilla’s demonstration of 
Dionysius’ doctrinal proximity to Damascius in this regard, in Lilla, “Pseudo-Denys,” 143–45.

132. DN 4.1 693B (143.10–144.1). e0chrhme/nwv oi9 qeolo/goi th=| u9perqe/w| qeo/thti kai\ a)po\ 

pa&ntwn a)fori/zousin au0th/n, w(v oi[mai, th\n qearxikh\n u3parcin a)gaqo/thta le/gontev kai\ o#ti tw~| 

ei]nai ta)gaqon w(v ou0siw~dev a)gaqo\n ei0v pa/nta ta\ o!nta diatei/nei th\n a)gaqo/thta.
133. In fact, the entirety of DN 4.1 (and probably much of 4.2 as well) seems to be a very 

condensed and modified version of Proclus’ exposition of the Sun Simile at PT 2.7.
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chapter is on the transcendent, ‘remaining,’ aspect of the Good, nevertheless 
it is also responsible for the procession and reversion of all the things which 
are.134 Following upon this, Light is associated primarily with the processive 
aspect of the Good, as we would expect if Dionysius has indeed followed 
Proclus. The Good under the aspect of Intelligible Light (noêtos phôs) “fills 
every super-celestial mind with intelligible light, drives away all ignorance 
and erring which may come to be in souls, [and] gives a share of sacred light 
to all of these.”135 We have already seen this ‘filling’ of all things with intel-
ligible light in the processive function of to sophon in the henads. Finally, 
Dionysius presents the Good under the aspect of Beauty as being primarily 
associated with the reversion of all things. This is amply demonstrated in the 
following passage, quoted here at length:

The Beautiful136 beyond being is called Beauty because it passes on from itself beauty 
to all the things which are in a way that is appropriate to each, and as just cause of the 
suitableness and splendor of the Light, to all things flashing forth the beautifying gifts of 
the ray of its primal source like lightning and as calling all things back to itself, whence 
it is called Beauty and as collecting all things in all things to itself.137

Beauty makes manifest the gifts of goodness as mediated by the Light, calling 
(kaloun)138 all things to turn back toward their source.

Again, let us leave aside the two prior moments of Goodness and focus 
upon the third, Beauty. Following the passage quoted just above, Dionysius 
goes on to call Beauty the cause of all things and of their hierarchical order: 

For in the simple and supernatural nature of all beautiful things, every beauty and 
every beautiful thing pre-exists uniformly according to cause. From this Beautiful is 
the being for all things according to the appropriate reason-principle with respect to 
each beautiful thing, and through the Beautiful are the agreements and friendships and 
communions of all things.139 

Remember that with Proclus, the third term is the first term which is manifest 
to beings and is associated with Being and Intellect, the first mixture. The 

134. See especially DN 4.4 697B–700C (146.13–149.8).
135. DN 4.5 700D (149.10–13). o#ti fw~v nohto\n o( a)gaqo\v le/getai dia\ to\ pa&nta me\n 

u9peroura&nion nou=n e0mpimpla&nai nohtou= fwto/v, pa~san de a!gnoian kai\ pla&nhn e0lau/nein e0k 

pasw~n, ai[v a@n e0gge/nhtai yuxai=v, kai\ pa/saiv au0tai=v fwto\v i9erou= metadido/nai.
136. Dionysius notes the distinction between the adjective ‘beautiful’ and the noun ‘beauty’ 

as it pertains to beings disappears when they are attributed to the Divine. 
137. Ibid., 4.7 701C–D (151.5–10). To\ de\ u9perou/sion kalo\n ka&llov me\n le/getai dia\ th\n 

a)p’ au0tou= pa~si toi=v ou[si metadidome/nhn oi0kei/wv e9ka/stw| kallonh\n kai\ w(v th=v pa&ntwn eu0ar-

mosti/av kai\ a)glai5a ai!tion di/khn fwto\v e0nastra/pton a#pasi ta\v kallopoiou\v th=v phgai/av 

a)kti=nov au0tou= metado/seiv kai\ w(v pa/nta pro\v e9auto\ kalou=n, o#qen kai\ ka&llov le/getai, kai\ w(v 

o#la e0n o#loiv ei0v tau0to\ suna&gon.

138. Dionysius draws this etymology of the word kallos from Proclus, In Alc. 328.
139. DN 4.7 704A (151.18–152.2). Th=| ga\r a(plh=| kai\ u9perfuei= tw~n o#lwn kalw~n fu/sei
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same goes here for Dionysius. In the next few lines, he describes Beauty as 
not only cause but as source as well:

and all things are united to the Beautiful, and the Beautiful is the source of all things 
as the making cause and as moving all things and holding them together by the love of 
their appropriate beauty and as the limit [or goal] of all things and is beloved as final 
cause, for all things come to be for its sake, and as paradigmatic cause, because every-
thing is defined according to it. For this reason the Beautiful is identical to the Good 
so that everything desires the Beautiful and Good according to every cause and there is 
no being which does not participate in the Beautiful and Good.140

Dionysius posits an identification between Beauty or the Beautiful and the 
Good, an identification which Proclus makes as well when he asserts that 
Beauty subsists primarily in the first rank of intelligible Gods which itself 
is primarily characterized by the Good. It seems to be the case that the first 
term must be identical to the last in order to close the cycle of procession and 
reversion. In other words, as the manifestation of the Good, Beauty contains 
the entire cycle within itself so that everything has its own particular beauty 
(its own static reason-principle) which it receives as a procession from Beauty 
(“making cause”) and in which it attains to its own proper good (“holding 
them together”) which it desires (“beloved as final cause”) and actively pursues 
when it is reverted upon it (“moving all things”): the Beautiful and Good 
considered as limit or goal of all things is the good peculiar to each thing for 
which each thing strives in order to be what it properly is.141 Again, we have 
already seen that this is present in Proclus’ reflections on erôs.

Now that I have shown that Dionysius models his account of the Good 
and its internal moments on Proclus’ own, we might expect to find a cor-
responding account of the attributes which proceed from the Good, namely 
pistis, alêtheia and erôs. Despite our expectations, the doctrine of these three 
attributes proves to be a point of divergence for the two authors. Dionysius 
presents a well-developed doctrine of erôs but he presents no correspondingly 

pa~sa kallonh\ kai\ pa~n kalo\n e9noeidw~v kat’ ai0ti/an prou+fe/sthken. 0Ek tou= kalou= tou/tou pa~si 

toi=v ou]si to\ ei]nai kata\ to\n oi0kei=on lo/gon e3kasta kala&, kai\ dia\ to\ kalo\n ai9 pa/ntwn e0farmogai\ 

kai\ fili/ai kai\ koinwni/ai.

140. Ibid., 4.7 704A (152.2–6). kai\ tw~| kalw~| ta\ pa&nta h3nwtai, kai\ a)rxh\ pa&ntwn to\ 

kalo\n w(v poihtiko\n ai1tion kai\ kinou=n ta\ o#la kai\ sune/xon tw~| th=v oi0kei/av kallonh=v e1rwti kai\ 

pe/rav pa&ntwn kai\ a)gaphto\n w(v teliko\n ai1tion, tou= kalou= ga\r e3neka pa&nta gi/gnetai, kai\ 

paradeigmatiko/n, o#ti kat’ au0to\ pa&nta a)fori/zetai. Dio\ kai\ tau0to\n e0sti ta)gaqw~| to\ kalo/n, 

o#ti tou= kalou= kai\ a)gaqou= kata\ pa~san ai0ti/an pa&nta e0fi/etai, kai\ ou0k e1sti ti tw~n o1ntwn, o# mh\ 

mete/xei tou= kalou= kai\ a)gaqou=.
141. Perl, Theophany, 35–52, gives a much more detailed exposition of this movement as-

sociated with Beauty in Dionysius and its antecedents in Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus and Proclus. 
Of course, he is correct to emphasize the fact that this is not a temporal process (38) but rather 
that the process or cycle is expressive of a thing’s ontological constitution.
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well-developed doctrine of pistis or alêtheia. That is not to say that these 
terms do not appear in the Dionysian Corpus. It is just that in the fourth 
chapter on the Good where we would expect to find them developed as we 
do erôs, Dionysius either does not mention them (pistis) or does not give 
them anything like the same emphasis which Proclus gives them (alêtheia).142 

Why this sharp divergence? Their omission makes at least one thing clear: 
Dionysius wants to emphasize the importance of erôs for his theology where 
erôs appeared to be of tertiary importance for Proclus in relation to pistis, 
in the first rank, which connects beings to the Good through theurgy and 
alêtheia, in the second rank, which connects beings to Wisdom through 
philosophy. Dionysius appears to be extolling erôs above pistis and alêtheia 
as a way to union with the One. We need to clarify what this elevation of 
erôs means for Dionysius’ theological reflections.

At the end of the last section of the fourth chapter in which Dionysius 
explicitly discusses Beauty and the Beautiful, he connects erôs to Beauty as 
the activity by which the Beautiful and Good generates beings:

the very cause of all things, because of an excess of goodness, loves all things, makes all 
things, perfects all things, binds all things, reverts all things, and even the Divine Love 
is Good, of the Good, through the Good. For this very Love, the good-worker of all 
beings, pre-subsisting in the Good according to excess, does not permit itself to remain 
unproductive in itself, but it moves itself to action in accordance with the excess which 
is productive of all things.143

Love is the activity by which the Good (and Beautiful) goes out from itself 
to produce all things by an excess, or overflow as it is sometimes translated, 
which, rather than being understood as necessitating action by the Deity,144 

142. Alêtheia is found frequently both prior to and after this chapter and only four times 
in this chapter (DN 4.13, 4.19, 4.21, 4.35); not once in this chapter does it refer to the truth 
as an attribute of the Good which proceeds from it. Pistis, on the other hand, only appears six 
times in the whole corpus (DN 2.9, 4.35 twice, 5.4 thrice), and although all of those occur-
rences happen to be in the Divine Names, none are in the fourth chapter. While the occurrences 
of these terms seem to carry the same meaning as they do for Proclus, still it is striking that 
they are not given the same development as erôs and are omitted precisely where they would 
be expected to be found.

143. DN 4.10 708AB (155.14–20). kai\ au0to\v o( pa&ntwn ai1tiov di’ a)gaqo/thtov u(perbolh\n 

pa&ntwn e0ra~|, pa&nta poiei=, pa&nta telei=oi, pa&nta sune/xei, pa&nta e0pistre/fei, kai\ e1sti kai\ o( qei=ov 

e1rewv a)gaqo\v a)gaqou= dia\ to\ a)gaqo/n. Au0to\v ga\r o( a)gaqoergo\v tw~n o!ntwn e1rwv e0n ta)gaqw~| 

kaq’ u(perbolh\n prou+pa&rxwn ou0k ei1asen au0to\n a!gonon e0n e9autw~| me/nein, e0ki/nhse de\ au0to\n ei0v to\ 

praktikeu/esqai kata\ th\n a(pa/ntwn genhtikh\n u9perbolh/n.
144. As, for example, J. Rist, “Pseudo-Dionysius, Neoplatonism and the Weakness of 

the Soul,” From Athens to Chartres: Neoplatonism and Medieval Thought. Studies in Honour of 
Edouard Jeauneau, ed. Haijo Jan Westra (Brill: New York, 1992), 135–59 at 158; idem, “Love, 
Knowing and Incarnation in Pseudo-Dionysius,” in Traditions of Platonism: Essays in Honour of 
John Dillon, ed. John J. Cleary (Brookfield: Ashgate, 1999), 375–88. Also, see the discussion of 
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ought to be understood as the Deity not being limited to itself or in the quan-
tity of the gifts which it has to give.145 As Golitzin rightly observed concern-
ing God as Love, “He moves into creation because, simply, he desires it.”146 

In producing all things, Divine Love fixes everything in hierarchical order:

Thus the Beautiful and Good is desired and beloved and cherished by everything, and 
through it and because of it the lesser love their superiors revertively [epistreptikôs], things 
in the same rank love their fellows with community [koinônikôs], the greater love their 
inferiors with providential care [pronoêtikôs] and each of these themselves love themselves 
preservatively [sunektikôs], and all things since they desire the Beautiful and Good do 
and will everything that they do and will.147

Here are the four forms of love which de Vogel identified, and which I 
discussed above in relation to Proclus.148 Hierarchy is the result of Beauty 
distributing through erôs, and according to their different capacities, what 
each thing is capable of receiving and thus what each thing is.

At DN 4.13, Dionysius famously declares that Divine Love is ecstatic and 
that this is shown by those who love according to at least three of the forms 
noted above, namely by erôs pronoêtikos, erôs koinônikos and erôs epistreptikos.149 
The existence of the fourth, the erôs sunektikos which is associated with love 
of self, seems to be contradicted by Dionysius’ statement that the Divine 
Love “does not permit things to be lovers of themselves, but lovers of those 
whom they love.”150 But this is clarified, and the erôs sunektikos rescued from 
any accusation of narrow egocentrism, in what follows:

For this reason the great Paul, having come into possession of Divine Love, and having 
participated in its ecstatic power, said with inspired mouth: “I do not yet live, but Christ 
lives in me.” Thus, he is a true lover and has stood outside himself, as he says, in God and 
did not live his own life but rather the life of the beloved151 as exceedingly cherished.152

this matter by A. Golitzin, Et Introibo ad Altare Dei: The Mystagogy of Dionysius Areopagita, with 
Special Reference to its Predecessors in the Eastern Christian Tradition (Thessaloniki, 1994), 78–84. 

145. Perl, Theophany, 52.
146. Golitzin, Et Introibo, 66.
147. DN 4.10 708A (155.8–13). Pa~sin ou]n e0sti to\ kalo\n kai\ a)gaqo\n e0feto\n kai\ e0rasto\n 

kai\ a)gaphto/n, kai\ di’ au0to\ kai\ au)tou= e3neka kai\ ta\ h3ttw tw~n kreitto/nwn e0pistreptikw~v e0rw~si 

kai\ koinwnikw~v ta\ o(mo/stoixa tw~n o(motagw~n kai\ ta\ krei/ttw tw~n h(tto/nwn pronohtikw~v kai\ 

au0ta\ e9autw~n e3kasta sunektikw~v, kai\ pa&nta tou= kalou= kai\ a)gaqou= e0fie/mena poiei= kai\ bou/letai 

pa&nta, o#sa poiei= kai\ bou/letai.
148. This is repeated from the perspective of Love itself at DN 4.12 709D (158.13–19).
149. DN 4.13 712A (159.1–3).
150. Ibid., 4.13 712A (158.19–159.1). ou0k e0w~n e9autw~n ei]nai tou\v e0rasta/v, a)lla\ tw~n 

e0rwme/nwn.
151. I read the variant e0rwme/nou here instead of e0rastou= which is reported in the main 

text; otherwise the sense of the passage is lost.
152. Ibid., 4.13 712A (159.3–6). Dio\ kai\ Pau~lov o9 me/gax e0n katoxh=| tou= qei/ou gegonw_v
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In his Love of beings God gives Himself as their being and beauty and so 
when they revert upon themselves with Divine Love they are, in fact, lov-
ing God in them, as themselves; God in each thing is that thing’s self, its 
individuality.153 This is only possible because beings can participate in the 
Divine Love, because they can love as God does, but according to their own 
capacity.154 Since love completes being, then in loving properly, that is to 
say according to God’s Love, beings participate in the providence of God by 
helping to make themselves. Again, this is the essence of Proclus’ conception 
of the manifestation of erôs in human souls.

Until now I have been considering erôs in its general relation to the creation 
of beings, what a number of scholars have referred to as cosmic love.155 I come 
now to consider Dionysius’ conception of that very special erotic movement, 
the Incarnation, which, more than anything else sets Christianity apart from 
other religions and must, accordingly, be accounted for by Christian thought. 
Thus, as Catherine Osborne rightly emphasizes,156 the Incarnation does not 
fit precisely into the movement of erôs as I have just considered it. On the 
other hand, it is not a movement wholly outside of the creative framework as 
she would have it. This is apparent in a passage in the first chapter of Divine 
Names where Dionysius makes some remarks about Scripture’s celebration 
of God as Incarnate Christ:

Whence we see the thearchy praised sacredly in nearly every theological writing […] 
especially as loving of humanity because He had dealings wholly and truly with those 
things which belong to us in one of His hypostases, calling up toward Himself and laying 
upon Himself the lowliness of humanity, out of which the simple Jesus was ineffably 
constructed and the eternal took on the temporal and He who stands, in a way beyond 
being, outside of every rank according to every nature became within our nature along 
with the unchanging and unconfused foundation of His own properties.157

e1rwtov kai\ th=v e0kstatikh=v au0tou= duna&mewv meteilhfw_v e0nqe/w| sto/mati: «Zw~ e0gw&», fhsi/n, «ou0k 

e1ti, zh=| de\ e0n e0moi\ Xristo/v».  9Wv a)lhqh\v e0rasth\v kai\ e0cesthkw&vm w(v au0to/v fhsi, tw~| qew~| kai\ 

ou0 th\n e0autou= zw~n, a)lla_ th\n tou= e0rwme/nou zwh\n w(v sfo/dra a)gaphth\n.

153. See C.M. Stang, “Dionysius, Paul and the Significance of the Pseudonym.” Modern 
Theology 24.4 (2008): 547–48 for a reading of this same passage within the context of apophatic 
anthropology. Stang shows how this passage completes the description of the soul’s ekstasis 
from its self in the mystical ascent as described at MT 1.1; the movement of the soul outside 
of itself is complemented by the ekstasis of God Himself toward the soul (in this case St. Paul). 

154. Perl, Theophany, 44–48, gives an excellent account of this discovery of self-hood in 
the being’s participation in Divine Love. Also see the similar conclusion reached by Jean-Luc 
Marion, The Erotic Phenomenon, trans. Stephen E. Lewis (Chicago: Chicago U Press, 2007), 
220–22, where he attempts to give a phenomenological account of this Divine Love, an account 
evidently much indebted to Dionysius.

155. E.g., de Vogel, “Amor quo caelum regitur”; eadem, “Greek Cosmic Love”; C. Osborne, 
Eros Unveiled (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994); Rist, “Love, Knowing and Incarnation.”

156. Osborne, Eros Unveiled, 198.
157. DN 1.4 589D–592B (112.10–113.12). 3Oqen e0n pa&sh| sxedo\n th=| qeologikh=| pragmatei/
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a| th\n qearxi/an o(rw~men i9erw~v u9mnoume/ngn [...] fila&nqrwpon de\ diafero/ntwv. o#ti toi=v kaq’h9ma~v 

pro\v a)lh/qeian o(likw~v e0n mia~| tw~n au0th=v u(posta/sewn e0koinw&nhsen a)vakaloume/nh pro\v e9auth\n 

kai\ a)natiqei=sa th\n a)nqrwpi/nhn e0sxati/an, e0c h[v a)r)r(h/twv o( a(plou=v 0Ihsou=v sunete/qh kai\ 

para&tasin ei1lhfe xronikh\n o( a)i5diov kai\ ei1sw th=v kaq’ h9ma~v e0gego/nei fu/sewv o( pa&shv th=v 

kata\ pa~san fu/sin ta&xewv u(perousi/wv e0kbebhkw_v meta_ th=v a)metabo/lou kai\ a)sugxu/tou tw~n 

oikei/wn i(dru/sewv.

158. This is why Eric Perl can, with full justification, say of Dionysius’ conception of the 
Incarnation: “In this sense it is true, as has often been remarked, that Dionysius understands 
the incarnation in terms of the Neoplatonic metaphysics of procession and reversion. But this 
need not mean that the incarnation is merely another procession, additional to and parallel 
with the universal, creative procession of God to all things and all things from God. Rather, 
Dionysius’ discussions of the incarnation suggest that the whole of being, as theophany, is to 
be understood in incarnational terms, and that God incarnate, as the “principle and perfection 
of all hierarchies”, is the fullness of reality itself. Being as symbol, as theophany, and hence as 
being, is perfectly realized in Christ, in God incarnate, the finite being which is God-made-
manifest” (Perl, Theophany, 109).

159. Ibid., 2.10 648D–649A (135.2–9).   3Oqen e0peidh\ kai\ e3wv fu/sewv u9pe\r filanqrwpi/

av e0lh/luqe kai\ a)lhqw~v ou0siw&dh kai\ a)nh\r o( u9pe/rqeov e0xrhma/tisen, i3lew de\ ei1h pro\v h(mw~n ta\ 

u9pe\r nou=n kai\ lo/gon u9mnou/mena, ka)n tou/toiv e1xei to\ u9perfue\v kai\ u9perou/sion, ou0 mo/non h[| a)

nalloiw&twv h9mi=n kai\ a)sugxu/twv kekoinw&nhke, mhde\n peponqw_v ei0v to\ u9perplh=rev au0tou= pro\v 

th=v a)fqe/gktou kenw&sewv, a)ll’ o#ti kai\ to\ pa&ntwn kainw~n kaino/taton e0n toi=v fusikoi=v h9mw~n 

u9perfuh\v h]n e0n toi=v kat’ ou0si/an u9perou/siov pa&nta ta_ h9mw~n e0c h9mw~n u9pe\r h9ma~v u9pere/xwn.

God, in one of His hypostases, or Persons, entered into humanity because 
of His love of humanity, and in order to draw humanity back to Himself. I 
have just shown that creation by Divine Love involves the completion of the 
selves of individual beings by reverting or drawing them back toward God.158 
The astonishing thing about this movement, of course, is the fact that the 
limitless and hyperousios God took upon Himself finitude in taking on ousia 
and that He did this precisely in order to exalt the world:

Whence, since he came as far as nature in the name of His love of humanity and truly 
became a being and the One who is beyond Deity was called ‘man’, (and may He be 
propitious to us as we hymn these things beyond intellect and reason), and even in this He 
holds onto the super-natural and the super-substantial, not only in that He participated 
unchangingly and unconfusedly in us, suffering nothing in His super-fullness as a result 
of His unspeakable emptying, but also because—the most novel thing of all—He was 
beyond nature in our nature and beyond being in those things which exist according to 
being raising all of the things which belong to us out of us and above us.159

We human beings participate in Being, Life and Intellect, or, in other words, 
we participate in the full range of existence. One may object that angels do 
so as well but their mode of participation is as incorporeal beings; they do 
not participate in both the incorporeal (intellectual) as well as the  corporeal 
(sense-perceptible) as we do. Thus, when Christ entered into human being 
and raised “all of the things which belong to us out of us and above us” He 
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raised all of Being.160 It is through the mediation of human being that the 
Deity effects the salvation of all of Its creation.

Finally, I must point out the absolute necessity of the two natures of Christ 
which have been implicit in the last two passages quoted. The distinction 
appears again in the following passage where Dionysius seemingly uses the 
names ‘Son’ and ‘Jesus’ for two different natures:

The differentiations are the names and attributes beyond-being of the Father, and of 
the Son and of the Spirit, since there is no interchange in them or bringing them into 
complete communion. There is, moreover, a differentiation in addition to this, [namely] 
the all-perfect and unchanged hyparxis of Jesus according to us [sc. our nature] and so 
many mysteries, appearing in Being, of His love of man.161

Dionysius calls the name Jesus a “differentiation in addition to this,” meaning 
by ‘this’ the Three Persons of the Trinity. The name ‘Jesus’ names a nature, or 
hyparxis, in addition to the three already named, one which takes on human 
nature. The full assumption of human nature is strongly implied again at CH 
4.4 where Dionysius says that Jesus, when He entered into our condition 
without change from his own condition beyond being, fully subjected Him-
self to the mediation of the angels in accordance with the humanity which 
He took upon Himself.162 Dionysius’ language suggests that both natures 
are equally present in Jesus and so there is no ground on which to posit the 
presence in Christ of the Divine Nature alone as some scholars do.163 Were 

160. See E. Perl, “Symbol, Sacrament, and Hierarchy in Saint Dionysios the Areopagite,” 
The Greek Orthodox Theological Review 39.3–4 (1994): 311–56, on symbolism and hierarchy in 
Dionysius for a more fully developed account of this exaltation of Being as symbol. Both Perl’s 
conclusions and my own show that the Incarnation is not, as John Rist would have it, simply a 
requirement of Dionysius’ neoplatonism, that is to say a necessary compensation for the weak-
ness of the human soul; see J. Rist, “Pseudo-Dionysius, Neoplatonism and the Weakness of 
the Soul,” in From Athens to Chartres: Neoplatonism and Medieval Thought. Studies in honour of 
Edouard Jeauneau, ed. Haijo Jan Westra (Brill: New York, 1992), 135–59.

161. DN 2.3 640C (125.19–126.2). ta_ de\ diakekrime/na to\ patro\v u9perou/sion o!noma kai\ 

xrh=ma kai\ ui9ou= kai\ pneu/matov ou0demia~v e0n tou/toiv a)ntistrofh=v h2 o#lwv koino/thtov e0peisagome/

nhv. 1Esti de\ au]qiv pro\v tou/tw| diakekrime/non h9 kaq’ h9ma~v  0Ihsou= pantelh\v kai\ a)nalloi/wtov 

u3parciv kai\ o#sa th=v kat’ au0th/n e0sti filanqrw[i/av ou0siw&dh musth/ria.
162. CH 4.4 181C (23.10–14).
163. Most recently Wear and Dillon, Despoiling, 5, base their accusation of monophysit-

ism against Dionysius on the reading of just one passage in which they downplay Dionysius’ 
assertion that God truly becomes a!nqrwpov. Instead, they assert that, according to Dionysius, 
“the human body is simply an instrument with which he [sc. God the Son] unites in order 
to do his work as Jesus Christ.” This is supported by a possible, but by no means proven use 
of Porphyry’s doctrine of the relation between the soul and body. This seems highly unlikely 
considering Dionysius’ nearly constant preference for Proclean metaphysics. As for the charge 
that Dionysius used ambiguous language in his description of Christ’s nature for the sake of 
avoiding condemnation as a Monophysite, I do not see that there is any sense at all in such a



130 Timothy Riggs

Dionysius to have posited only a Divine Nature in a human body, then the 
exaltation of the full range of existence could not be fulfilled. 

Concluding Remarks
I have shown in the preceding the fundamental consistency of doctrine 

between Proclus and Dionysius regarding the metaphysical grounding of erôs. 
For both authors, erôs is founded in the highest principles of individuation in 
their systematic expositions of the ground of reality, namely the henads for 
Proclus and the Trinity—and especially the Son—for Dionysius. Again, for 
both, erôs is expressive of a process of call and response by which beings are 
called upon to turn toward their own proper good, their own proper partici-
pation in the Deity, and thus to come to their proper mode of being, their 
proper self. Erôs is expressed both by the divine, whether Gods or Trinity, in 
calling their beloveds (beings) back to them, and by the created, in desiring 
the enjoyment of the Beauty which is offered to them without fail. Erôs is 
described by both authors in terms of remaining, procession and reversion, 
and although Dionysius never makes clear what role erôs plays amongst the 
Persons of the Trinity it remains a fact that erôs is attributed to the Trinity 
as unity. Finally, I have shown that Dionysius uses Proclus’ henadological 
language in order to express the nature of the Son and His philanthropia as 
the central foundation of all of reality.

project. If he were only avoiding such condemnation, then why not make absolutely certain 
that it is avoided by using orthodox language? It seems to be much more plausible to suggest 
that he used ambiguous language for the sake of the pseudonym whose purported character, 
after all, lived long before Christological controversies and thus any need for a precise formula. 
Besides, Andrew Louth, in a recent article, “The Reception of Dionysius up to Maximus the 
Confessor,” Modern Theology 24.4 (2008): 573–83, has argued, using evidence provided by 
Rorem and Lamoreaux (John of Scythopolis and the Dionysian Corpus: annotating the Areopagite 
[Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1998]), that the Dionysian corpus was not controversial amongst its 
first readers for any apparent heresy, monophysite or otherwise. The difficulty with the corpus 
stemmed only from the fact that earlier Church Fathers had not known of the corpus; further-
more, those same readers who expressed this difficulty also suggested that the Fathers would 
have used the corpus had they known of it. This could hardly be the case if the corpus proposed 
monophysite doctrine in an obvious way.


