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ABSTRACT:In this paper, I intend to discuss three early Christian Syriac sources in relation to the
Ecclesiastical Hierarchy (Tlepl ékkAnotaotikiic iepapyiag) of Saint Denys the Areopagite (floruit
cca 500), with particular regard to the concept and nature of “hierarchy” appearing therein, as
well as to the monastic virtues and especially the relationship between monasticism and the in-
stitutional Church, more precisely the grace-mediating authority of the bishop. My source texts
are the Acts of Judas Thomas (cca 200); a 4th-century Syriac ritual handbook, editorially titled
De ordinationibus; and Homily 12 of the anonymous collection known as the Liber graduum, the
Syriac Book of Steps (4th century). With this short investigation, then, I would like to reinforce the
historical and philological argument for Denys’ Syrian background. (This paper is a revised and
substantially upgraded version of a short article I first published in Hungarian, Vassanyi 2023).
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Based on the current state of research, Denys’s Syrian cultural and ecclesiastical con-
text appears to be an unquestionable fact, while it also stands as an undoubtable fact
that the Greek text of the Corpus Dionysiacum is not a translation from an assumed
Syriac original. However, it is both interesting and essential to review and verify the
evidence for this, which is twofold: ecclesiastical-institutional and dogmatic-theolog-
ical. The latter connects certain Dionysian statements - particularly Christological
ones - to the Antiochene Theodore (cca 350-cca 428), bishop of Mopsuestia, “the
Exegete” of the Syrian Church of the East, and Philoxenus, monastic theologian and
bishop of Mabbug (cca 440-523). Namely, Raymond Tonneau and Robert Devreesse
suggest the existence of a historical link between the sacramental rituals described
by Theodore in his Catechetical Homilies, and Denys account of the same in the Ec-

*MIKLOS VASSANYI (PhD in philosophy 2007, Katholieke Universiteit Leu-
ven; PhD in history 2017, Eotvos Lorand University, Budapest) is associate profes-
sor of philosophy at Karoli Gaspar University of the Reformed Church in Hungary.
Email: vassanyi.miklos@kre.hu

© EMANUEL UNIVERSITY of ORADEA PERICHORESIS 24.2 (2026)



MIKLOS VASSANYI 5

clesiastic Hierarchy (Tonneau — Devreesse, eds: passim); whilst outstanding Syriacist
Emiliano Fiori refers to Philoxenus’ Contra Habib VI, 26 and VI, 105, as well as to
the Epistle to the Monks of Senun 61, 25-26 and 62, 3-5, as potential sources for Denys
(Emiliano Fiori, ed.: Ixvii, note 93; see Philoxenus’ relevant works in Ernest A. Wallis
Budge, ed., 1892-1894).

While these authors are not my present focus, I shall follow in the footsteps of
Joseph P. Stiglmayr SJ (Stiglmayr 1895, 1909), archbishop Alexander Golitzin (Go-
litzin 1994), Andrew Louth (Louth 1989), Sebastian Brock (Brock 1987), and Istvan
Perczel (Perczel 2008, 2012), guided by the beacons of earlier major Syriacists such
as the epoch-making Anton BaumstarK’s (1872-1948) Geschichte der syrischen Liter-
atur (Baumstark 1922) and the equally epochal Arthur Véébus’ (1909-1988) History
of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient (Voobus 1960; see also idem, 1951), to examine
the above-mentioned three sources textually or thematically linked to the Dionysian
corpus with respect to the motif of the distribution of power within the Church,
especially regarding the administration of the sacraments. I will discuss the relevant
parts of these sources in thematic order, not necessarily chronologically, proceeding
from the more “revolutionary” to the more “regulative;” as follows: 1. Acts of Judas
Thomas (cca 150-250); 2. De ordinationibus (late 4th—early 5th century); 3. Liber
graduum (4th century).

Throughout this paper, the Library of Congress system of Syriac transcription is
applied to transcribe citations from the Syriac. This is a simplified transcription of the
Syriac language insofar as it does not indicate spirantization or the doubling of con-
sonants etc.; its vocalization corresponds to the East Syriac pronunciation (https://
www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/roman.html). Again, throughout this paper, translations
from the Syriac are by the author of this paper; translations from Denys are taken
from Thomas L. Campbell’s excellent work, Dionysius the Areopagite: The Ecclesias-
tical Hierarchy (Campbell 1981), or from John Parker’s classic translation (Parker
1897).

1. The Acts of Judas Thomas

According to Alexander Golitzin's monograph, notable for its exceptionally broad
perspective (Golitzin 1994: 352), the birthplace of the Corpus Dionysiacum is Syr-
ia-Palestine. This is also evidenced by the description Denys provides in Chapter
VI of the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy and in Epistle VIII concerning unordained hermits
(anachareteis) and monks (koinobiteis) — followers of Christ, striving for perfection
and consecrated to God. We may affirm that because his account stands in striking
harmony with the presentation of the ascetic lifestyle of the apostle Judas Thomas
(Golitzin 1994: 356) in the Acts of Judas Thomas. As is well known, these Acts are an
early source of Syrian origin preserved in both Syriac (Praksis dIhuda T’iuma $liha;
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Syriac textus receptus: Wright, ed. 1871; English translation: Klijn 2003) and Greek
(ITpéa&etg Tob dyiov damootolov Owpd; Thilo, ed. 1823; Tischendorf, ed. 1851; Eng-
lish translation: Drijvers 2003; see further Bremmer, ed. 2001; Muiioz Gallarte — Lau-
taro Roig Lanzillotta, eds 2024). The Acts were originally written between 150-250 in
either Syriac or Greek, probably in Edessa ('Urhay, today Sanlurfa in Turkey) or in
Nisibis (Nsibin, today Nusaybin in Turkey — for geographical and chronological co-
ordinates of the Acts, go to Bremmer 2001: 74-79; Schneemelcher, ed. 2003: 322-338;
Myers 2003, 2010).

The Acts of Thomas (significantly shorter in Greek than in Syriac) describes the
travels and successful conversions of the Apostle (slizd) named alternatively as Thada
/ Judas or Tiima / Thomas in the text, sent on an evangelical mission to “India.”
(Scholarly literature points out that place names and historical concepts utilized in
the text actually direct us to Persia rather than to India; Drijvers 2003: 332; Poirier
1981: 265.) The narrative is divided into eight “acts” (Syr. praksis, Lat. actum), con-
cluding with the religiously motivated dissolution of a high noblewoman’s marriage
and the subsequent martyrdom of the Apostle. The text is not merely a historical
narrative; it abounds in theological expositions (such as several long prayers and the
celebrated Hymn of the Pearl in Praksis VIII) and detailed descriptions of religious
rites, particularly Baptism and the Eucharist.

Perhaps the most crucial section of the Acts is the conversion of a high-ranking
lady, Mygdonia, in Praksis VIII. As a married woman and relative of King Mazday,
her conversion to the “new God” is contingent upon the virtue of gadisita. While the
primary lexicographical meaning of this term is “holiness” (cognate to the Hebrew
term qodes, “holiness”), the text itself and scholarly literature clarify that it primarily
denotes sexual abstinence, specifically within marriage; hence, it is often translated as
“purity” (meaning sacramental marriage). This abstinence is practiced to imitate the
holiness — and thus the “separateness” — of God. As under the influence of Thomas’
preaching, Mygdonia unilaterally decides to practice sacramental marriage without
the consent of her husband, her faith leads to the tragic and topsy-turvy collapse of
their marriage, entailing the execution of Apostle Thomas by King Mazday.

Praksis VIII hence highlights a defining feature of early Syriac Christianity: the
requirement of total sexual encratism (Voobus 1951). It is in concord with this that
the text describes any and every sexual act as “disgusting” and “hateful” Furthermore,
the body of the “pure;” abstinent believer becomes a “clean temple of the Anointed,”
says the Acts of Thomas, following a New Testament passage (1Corinthians 6,19) —
which is a topos of early Syrian Christianity, insofar as it appears several times in the
Book of Steps as well.

In contrast, however, the moral excellence of purity / holiness (qadisiita) is pre-
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sented as the most powerful virtue and the quintessential path to God, possessing
almost miraculous effects (even though such a strict requirement of bodily purity for
every new church member ultimately conflicts with the divine command given in
Genesis 1,28). Consider the following statement, one of Thomas’ beatitudes: “Blessed
are ye pure, for power is given to you for the forgiveness of sins” (“Ttbaykan qar
dise, dtesbqun htahe estalattin;” Wright, ed. 1871, vol. I, Syriac page numbering rs’
=p. 261). Essentially, this strong statement suggests that the purified but unordained
anachoretes who has achieved “perfection” may administer a sacrament that is, at
least in the later church, theoretically reserved for the ordained priest or bishop.

While in the early phases of ecclesiastic growth and development, in a tempo-
rary dearth of ordained ministers, this practice may have been admissible down to
normal, Denys’ Ecclesiastical Hierarchy and Epistle VIII will explicitly oppose this
anti-hierarchical tendency a couple of centuries later. During the celebration of the
eucharist, says Epistle VIII emphatically, the place of the monachoi is at the door of
the sanctuary — closer to the “common people” than to the altar:

Kai yap ovy anmdg andvtwv pev égnpnrat ta dyta t@v ayiwv, minotalet 8¢ pdAlov
avToiG 6 TV iEpOTEAETTOV SLAKOONOG, ElTa TOV igpéwV 1) SLaKOOUNOLG, ETTOUEVWG &€
ToUTOLG 1) TOV AetTovpy®V Toig 8¢ TeTayévolg Oepamevtaic ai moAat TOV ddVTwWV elotv
apwptopévar, kaf g kol TehodvTaL Kal TAPESTAGLY OV TIPOG GUAAKTV adT®V, AANG
Tp0OG Tatv kal Eniyvwaotv Eaut@y pdAAov @ Aad mapd Todg iepatikods TANOIA{oVTEC.
(Heil - Ritter, eds. 1991: 176-177)

...for is not the Holy of holies altogether simply separated from all, and the order of the
consecrators in closer proximity to it than the rank of the priests, and following these,
that of the leitourgoi; but the gates of the sanctuary are bounded by the appointed ther-
apeutae, within which they are both ordained, and around which they stand, not to
guard them, but for order, and teaching of themselves that they are nearer the people
than the priesthood. (Parker 1897: 154)

The Ecclesiastical Hierarchy adds that at the moment of the sacramental act, only
the deacons, priests, and the bishop may surround the altar to witness the mysteries
directly. In Part I1I, section subtitled Mvotrptov ovvaewg eit’ odv kowvwviag, Denys
describes the eucharist in detail as he says that
Kal viyapévwv Tag xeipag datt Tod igpdpxov Kai TV igpéwv O [EV iepdpyng £V [Eow
Tob Beiov Buolaotnpiov kabiotatal, mepleotdotl 8¢ povol pHeTd TOV iepéwv oi TV
Aettovpy@v ékkprrol. (Suchla, ed. 1990: 81.)
After the bishop and the priests have washed their hands in water, the bishop takes up
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his position at the center of the divine altar, and the chosen deacons alone stand nearby
with the priests. (Campbell 1981: 35)

It is the role of deacons, priests, and the bishop, then, to mediate the sacraments to
the monks, “pure” as the latter may be. By these ritual regulations, Denys intervenes
in the ongoing, 4th-5th century Syriac debate regarding the claimed prerogatives of
monasticism; the tone and tendency of his message to monks is clearly one of a call
to submission and subordination to ecclesiastic hierarchy.

2. The De ordinationibus

Following Father Joseph P. Stiglmayr’s (1851-1934) scrupulous philological inves-
tigation (Stiglmayr, 1895) into the origins and dating of the Corpus Dionysiacum
(hereinafter referred to as CD), Patriarch Ignatius Ephrem II Rahmani of Antioch
(1848-1929) first noted in 1908 that the ordination liturgies described in Chapter
V, Section 2 of Denys’ Ecclesiastical Hierarchy were adopted almost verbatim from
a 4th-5th century Syriac document, which Patriarch Ephrem, a subject to Otto-
man sultan Abdiilhamid II, also published in a careful, bilingual Syriac-Latin edi-
tion (Rahmani 1908). This document, an ordo liturgicus titled De ordinationibus in
Rahmani’s Latin translation and Taksa @qaniine dkirawtawnyoh d‘idta qdista in the
Syriac original (“The order and rules of the cheirotonia [‘ordination by imposition of
hands’] of the Holy Church”), displays in the descriptions of the ordination rites for
bishops, priests, and deacons, a close match, down to identity, with how Dionysius
narrates the same rites in the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy. Following Patriarch Ephrem,
then, Stiglmayr explained in slightly more detail - though still very briefly - that cer-
tain elements of the CD point to a close familiarity with the Syrian liturgical tra-
dition, and that therefore, the CD itself was presumably composed within a Syrian
ecclesiastical context (Stiglmayr 1909).

A closer look at the relevant chapter of the De ordinationibus reveals that all three
ecclesiastic orders — bishops, priests, and deacons — are ordained solely by a bishop
through the laying on of the right hand (xepotovia), and that each rite concludes
with a “holy invocation.” In a first approach, they are distinguished by the placement
of the Scripture on the head (which is reserved exclusively for bishops), and the num-
ber of knees used when kneeling (as the deacon kneels on only one):

1. Ri$ kahne hakil ma dmetqarab ISamlaya drisat kahnata, <al tartayhén barkawhi qed
qdam madbha gadisa. Kad siman I‘al men riseh mele ’alahayata dewangeliywan qa-
disa, waydeh dri$ kahne, thakan bazna hana mestamle men ris$ kahne, ht damsamle
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leh baqrayata qadisata dhawyan <lawhi. (Rahmani 1908: Syriac page numbering kd =
p.24)

The head of the priests, therefore, when approaching the consecration of the leader of
the priesthood, kneels on both knees before the holy altar, as the divine words of the
Holy Gospel are placed upon his head, and the hand of the head of the priests is laid
upon him — and thus, in this manner, he is consecrated by the head of the priests <the
bishop> who ordains him with holy invocations that are pronounced over him.

3. MSamsana deén <al hda burkeh balhad qed qdam madbha ’alahaya, hana dén
dyamina, kad sima yamineh dri§ kahne, damsamla leh, I‘al men ri$eh. Gmestamle
meneh baqrayata tib. Hana dén slate halén, dabhén mestamlén m$amsane. (Ibidem:
Syriac page numbering kd = p. 24)

The deacon, however, kneels on only a single knee before the divine altar — namely, his
right knee — as the right hand of the head of the priests who consecrates him is placed
upon his head. And he is consecrated by him, again, with invocations. That is to say,
with prayers — it is by these that the deacons are consecrated.

An additional paragraph of the ritual book separately describes the common ele-
ments of the rites: according to this, at the end of the ceremony, the bishop makes the
sign of the cross over the ordained, publicly announces his name, and is the first to
give him the kiss of peace, followed by all the concelebrants present:

4. <Al kul had menhan dén men batar qrayta G$umlaya qadisa. hatma drasmeh
dasliba mettba® men ri$§ kahne, hit damsamle leh, weal kulhad menhin; hawya
tab karazuta qadista aslama msamlyana, kad yahbin leh §lama - lha, dmestamle
bhad men tekséh dkahnata — kul kahna dmes$tkah bah, bkihana; ha ri$ kahne
tab, hti damsamle leh qadmayat. (Ibidem: Syriac page numbering kd-kh = pp. 24-25).

In the case of each of them, there follows an invocation and a holy confirmation. The
seal of the sign of the cross is placed «upon them> by the head of the priests <the bish-
op», who consecrates him and every one of them; furthermore, there is a holy procla-
mation and a consecrating kiss of peace, when every priest present at the consecration
gives a kiss to him — to the one being consecrated into one of the orders of the priest-
hood; however, it is the head of the priests, the one who consecrates him, who «gives
the kiss> first.

In Part V, Chapter 2 of the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, Denys describes these elements
almost literally and in the exact same sequence, as if a copy of the Antiochene ritu-
al book lay open before him. The passages almost literally corresponding to the
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above-cited Syriac rites of consecration read as follows in Pseudo-Denys — first for
the consecration of the bishop:
‘O pev lepapyng €mi v iepapyiknv Teleiwoty mpooayopevog duew Td mode KAivag
éninpoobev tod Beiov Buolaotnpiov €mt kepadiig €xet & Beomapadota Aoyla Kol
Ty iepapXiknyv xelpa Kai To0Tw T@ TpoTnw TPOG ToD TeEAODVTOG avTOV iepdpyov TAig
TAVAYESTATALG ETUKAOEGLY ATTOTEAELODTAL.

When a bishop is elevated to episcopal consecration, he kneels on both knees before
the altar. He has the God-given Scriptures and the hand of the bishop on his head. In
this way, he is consecrated through the all-holy invocations of the consecrating bishop.
(Campbell 1981: 67)

Denys describes the consecration of the deacon with the following terms:
‘O 8¢ Aettovpyog éva toiv modoiv kAivag éminpooBev Tod Beiov Buolaotnpiov &mt
KeQAARG £xeL THY TOD TeEA0DVTOG adTOV iepdpxov delay Tedetovpevog v adTod Taig
TOV AeLTOVPY DV TEAEOTIKAIG ETUKANGEOLY.

The deacon kneels on one knee before the divine altar with the right hand of the or-
daining bishop on his head. He is ordained by him with the prayers used for consecrat-
ing deacons. (Campbell 1981: 67)

And he sums it all up with the following passage:
‘Exkaotw 8¢ adtdv 1} 0Tawpoetdi|g Evonpaivetat Tpog Tod TeAobvTog iepdpxov o@payig
Kai kaf’ Exaotov dvdppnotg iepd yivetan kai TEAEWWTIKOG AOTAOpOG domalopévon
TAVTOG iepatikod mapdvTog avdpog kal Tod TeAéoavTog lepdpyov TOV TPOG Tt TV
elpnuévov igpatik®@v taypdtwy drotehecdévrta. (Heil — Ritter, eds. 1991: 110)

The consecrating bishop signs the head of each one with a cruciform seal. For each,
there is the sacred calling of name and consecratory kiss. Together with the ordaining
bishop, all the members of the clergy present kiss the one who has been ordained to
any sacerdotal order of which we have spoken. (Campbell 1981: 67-68)

Crucially for our comparison with the Acts of Thomas, Denys insists that only the
leader of the earthly (kath’ hémas) hierarchy can act as ordainer. Already in the
opening sentence of the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, the Areopagite drives home the
point that divine grace and redemption operate exclusively through the hierarchy.
He even seems to suggest that instead of grace and redemption, the primary gift
of God’s philanthropia is the hierarchy, exclusively tasked with leading the initiated
(memyemenoi) toward a deeper understanding of the divine mysteries, and ultimate-
ly toward a union with God (thedsis, hendsis). By bypassing the hierarchy - Denys
professes quite openly - there is simply no channel of grace; God’s great plan (the
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leading back, or epistrophe, of the phenomenal multiplicity produced by creation,
into God) is fulfilled only through the hierarchy. This ascent, this return to God, is
a hierarchically controlled process; Denys’ Epistle 8, on the subject of ecclesiastical
discipline, specifically stipulates that an unordained - though initiated - anchorite
or cenobite cannot pass judgment on a consecrated priest, nor can they override or
criticize his sacramental acts. In strong terms, Denys rebukes a monk for disciplining
a consecrated priest:

Nov o0V dxove T@V feTépwv 00 BeTOV igpéa TPOG TV DIIEP 0€ AelTOVPYDV T TOV
OpoTay®v oot Oepamevt®y e0BVVecOa, kav doefetv eig Ta Oela ok, kv &ANo TL TV
amelpnuévov eEeréyyorro Spacac. Ei yap dxooptia kai dragia t@v Oetotdrtwy éoti kai
Spwv kai Beopdv EkPaotg, odk €xel Aoyov Omep Beod Ty Beomapddotov dvatpémeodat
té&v. (Heil — Ritter, eds. 1991: 175-176.)

Now, then, hear our view. It is not lawful that a priest should be corrected by the lei-
tourgoi, who are above thee, or by the therapeutae, who are of the same rank with thee;
even though he should seem to act irreverently towards things divine, and though he
should be convicted of having done some other thing forbidden. For <even> if want
of order, and want of regulation, is a departure from the most Divine institutions and
decrees, it is not reasonable that the divinely transmitted order should be changed on
God’s behalf. (Parker 1897: 153-54)

3. The Syriac Book of Steps (Liber graduum)

Several pieces of the anonymous sermon collection known in the original manu-
scripts as the Ktaba dmasqata (Book of Steps | Liber graduum) lend themselves to
an investigation of ecclesiastical hierarchy and the distribution of power within the
Church. This collection was edited - with a lasting impact that remains valid to this
day - by Mihaly Kmosko (1876-1931), the parish priest of Pusztazamor (a village
in central Hungary) and a university professor of Semitic philology, who provided
it with a Latin translation and a monumental historical-philological introduction
(Kmosko, ed. 1926; English translation Kitchen — Parmentier 2004; historical context
and theological analysis Heal — Kitchen 2014).

We only suspect that the author of the homilies, who carefully preserved his ano-
nymity, may have been active in Upper Mesopotamia near the Little Zab River, based
on a single simile hidden in the final (30") homily. The recipients of these sermons
- which are primarily paraenetic and concerned with practical rather than systematic
theology - are clearly a community of brethren striving for holiness and perfection:
Ahay! (My brethren!) says the opening salutation of Homily 12.

Father Kmoskd, the editor of the collection, considered it to be Messalian (from
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Syriac msalyane, “those who pray”) heresy due to its implicit theology emphasiz-
ing prayer and moral, ascetic perfection, as well as its sharp practical-theological
distinction between the “perfect” (gmire) and the “upright” (zadige; Kitchen 2004:
205-220). However, modern research - specifically the international doyen of Syriac
studies today, Sebastian Brock - rightly disputes and even refutes this, arguing that
Homily 12 in particular insists upon the indispensable role of the ecclesiastical hier-
archy in mediating the sacraments (Brock 1987: 42). Brock summarizes the content
of Homily 12 as follows:

Christian growth is seen as a growth in awareness and the discovery, made possible by
the visible Church, of the hidden church of the heart. This discovery then leads to an
awareness of the heavenly Church upon which the visible Church had been modelled
by Christ and his apostles. Awareness of the existence and functioning of the heavenly
Church in turn results in a deepened perception of the significance and reality of the
visible Church which had been the starting point of this growth. (Brock 1987: 43-44)

Nevertheless, the possibility of Messalian heresy remains present in both the Liber
graduum, just like it is there in the Pseudo-Macarian homilies (see the 50 Spiritual
Homilies of Saint Macarius, addressed to a community of Greek-speaking monks
living in 4th-century Syria; Dorries et al. 1964) - in the former, it is present by the
very fact that, according to its framing, the visible Church must be explicitly de-
fended against those who believe it is unnecessary. Homily 12 essentially teaches that
although the primary goal of Christian spirituality is to reach the Heavenly Church
(“idta dbasmaya or “idta drawma) through the discovery of the Church of the Heart
(“idta dleba), the sacramental functioning of the Visible Church (‘idta dmethazya)
remains fundamental and indispensable on this journey.

One of the main themes of the collection is the distinction between the “lesser
commandments” (the Golden Rule) and the “greater commandments” (virginity /
btalita, and poverty). Those who keep the lesser commandments are the “righteous”
(Kine or zadiqe, Lat. iusti), while those who keep the greater ones are the “perfect”
(gmire, Gr. é\ewol, Lat. perfecti). The lesser commandments are like “milk” (halba)
and “potherbs” or “vegetables” (yarga) — that is, “soft food” —, while the greater com-
mandments are like “solid food” (g$aya; cf. Hebrews 5,13-14). Thus, there is a differ-
ence in degree, intensifying into a contrast or even a strong opposition, between the
morality and sacramental status of the justified lay believers (kine) on the one hand,
and the morality and sacramental status of the monastic community striving for per-
fection (gmire), on the other.

However, according to the unknown preacher, this must not go so far as to lead
the brethren to reject the authority and sanctifying power of the visible Church, as

© EMANUEL UNIVERSITY of ORADEA PERICHORESIS 24.2 (2026)



MIKLOS VASSANYI 13

without it, one cannot even reach the Church of the heart or that of heaven in the first
place. Among other things, the anonymous preacher suggests his brethren that they
should participate in the liturgy of the visible church:

...ukad yad<inan, dhawe pagra haykla kasya, Gleba madbha kasya lteSmesta dabruha,
nethapat bhana madbha galya, waqdam hana haykla galya, dkad laenan bhalén nihe
lcalam <almin bhay hirta rabta <idta dba$maya, wabhaw madbha dabraha msabat
amasaq, dmala’ke m$amsin qdamawhi, Gkulhiin qadise aYe$a“ mkahen... (Kmosko,
ed., 1926: col. 288)

And since we know that the body is a hidden temple, and the heart is a hidden altar
for that worship which is in the spirit, let us be diligent at this public altar and before
this public temple so that — as we labor within them — we may exist forever and ever
in the free, great church which is in heaven, and at that altar which was adorned and
raised by the spirit, before which angels serve, and all the saints, and Jesus functions

as priest...

It is striking that this is also the position of Denys, especially in Part 6 of the Eccle-
siastical Hierarchy concerning the monastics, where the description of the initiation
of monks makes it abundantly clear that, in terms of holiness, they are hierarchically
subordinate to even the lowest ordained ecclesiastical order, the deacons:

‘O pev iepedg éotnkev éninpoobev Tod Beiov Bvotaotnpiov THV povaykiv EmikAnoty
iepodoy@v. ‘O 8¢ tehobpevog omiocw ToD iepéwg €0TnKey 00K AUPW T TOSE KAIVWY
ovy éva Totv modoiv ovk £l kepafg Exwv Ta Beomapddota AoyLa, Lovov 8¢ 1@ iepel
TAPETTOG {EPOAOYODVTL TNV €T adT@® puoTikny €mikAnowv. (Heil — Ritter, eds. 1991:
117).

The priest stands before the divine altar and pronounces the sacred words of the mo-
nastic invocation. The one to be consecrated stands behind the priest. He does not
genuflect on two knees, nor even on one, nor does he have on his head the God-given
Scriptures. He just stands near the priest who is sacredly pronouncing the mystical
invocation over him. (Campbell 1981: 75)

4. Conclusion

The Acts of Thomas thus record the values of the “small church of the perfect” - the
ecclesiola in ecclesia - whereas the De ordinationibus and the Liber graduum (the Syri-
ac Book of Steps) contrast this with the liturgical order of the “great church” However,
Pseudo-Denys’ Ecclesiastical Hierarchy is the text in which the great church’s position
receives its most sublime formulation and apology, embedded within Neoplatonic
metaphysics.
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The Areopagite undoubtedly took part in the early Syrian “small church vs great
church” debate regarding the role of the ordained ecclesiastical hierarchy as media-
tors of the sacraments and leaders of the community, because in the first three parts
and Part V of the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, he adopts the same moderate stance as the
one found in Homily 12 of the Book of Steps.

Yet, in Denys’ unique thought - shaped in the Athenian Platonic school through
the metaphysical doctrines of the grand master Proclus of Athens (412-485) and
perhaps even Damascius (480-cca 550) - the ecclesiastical hierarchy as “sacred gov-
ernance” is simply a necessary extension of the celestial hierarchy on Earth. In this
system, the bishop (through the lowest angelic orders and by God’s eternal decree)
is in contact with the Holy Trinity itself. The divine “processions” (prohodoi) flow
through him, and God’s powers (dynameis) are manifested through him - even if, as
Epistle 8 states, the bishop is morally censurable.

Hence ultimately, the power of the hierarchy, the authority of the sacred govern-
ance springs from God’s holiness itself, and it is the earthly church’s task to mediate
it and to return to it, within the Dionysian all-encompassing salvific concept that
evokes both Origen’s apokatastasis and the Neoplatonic exitus-reditus (departure and
return) cycle. Consequently, there is no “shorter path,” no shortcut to God, not even
through the “perfect” and radically ascetic imitatio Christi. The above-cited examples
from the Syriac ecclesiastic tradition do in fact underpin the general claim that De-
nys too belongs into this strain of early Eastern Christianity.
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