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Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the angels'

hierarchies? And even if one of them pressed me

suddenly against his heart: I would be consumed

in that overwhelming existence. For beauty is nothing

but the beginning of terror, which we still are just able to endure,

and we are so awed because it serenely disdains

to annihilate us.

Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies, First Elegy (trans. Stephen Mitchell)




Then flew one of the seraphim to me, having in his hand

a burning coal which he had taken with the tongs

from the altar. And he touched my mouth with it.

Isaiah 6:6-7




She saw two angels in white, seated where Jesus's body had been,

one at the head and the other at the foot.

John 20:12
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Preface
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A Different Kind of Book

This is the third book in a series that began with a linen cloth and an argument about causality. The first book, The Merkabah in the Tomb, was a work of systematic theology: it established, within the rigorous constraints of Aquinas's metaphysics, why the Resurrection of Jesus Christ cannot be explained by any created cause, angelic or otherwise, and why the symbolic language surrounding it must be governed at every point by doctrine.1 The second book, The Face of God, was a work of apologetics: it applied that framework to the physical evidence of the Shroud of Turin, arguing that the cloth's forensic and material record is coherent with the theology of the glorified body that the first book established.2

This book is neither of those things. It is something older and, in some ways, more demanding. It is a work of speculative theology in the tradition of Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, the sixth-century Syrian writer whose account of the celestial hierarchy and the nature of the divine light has shaped the mystical theology of both the Christian East and West for fifteen hundred years. The Dionysian tradition does not begin with propositions and argue toward conclusions. It begins with encounter, moves through symbol, and ascends toward a reality that exceeds every description. Its method is not the syllogism but the apophasis: the discipline of saying what cannot be said, approaching by negation what exceeds affirmation, falling silent where language fails rather than filling the silence with words that are not equal to the task.

The previous two books operated under a specific constraint, derived from Aquinas, that served them well: to explain too much is as dangerous as to say too little. That constraint remains true, and nothing in this book withdraws it. But there is a mode of theological engagement that the constraint was not designed to govern: the mode of contemplation, of sacred speculation, of following the tradition's symbolic grammar to the edge of what it can say and then attending to the silence beyond. Pseudo-Dionysius worked in that mode. So did Gregory of Nyssa, Maximus the Confessor, Meister Eckhart, and, in the twentieth century, Vladimir Lossky. This book works in their tradition.

The subject is the angelic orders and their presence at the tomb of the Resurrection. The previous books touched this subject briefly, in sections governed by the Thomistic constraint against attributing causal agency to the higher orders. This book removes that constraint, or rather, it works in a tradition that never accepted it as the final word. In the Dionysian framework, the question is not only what the angels caused but what they are, what they witness, what they communicate, and what their presence at the most significant threshold in the history of creation means for those of us who stand, millennia later, at our own thresholds.

The previous two books were addressed primarily to readers who already stood within the Christian faith and who brought to the subject the background in theology and philosophy that the arguments required. This book is addressed to a wider audience, and the widening is deliberate.

It is addressed to Christian readers who have found the systematic and apologetic registers of the previous books less personally engaging than the mystical and contemplative tradition they occasionally drew upon. There are many such readers: people for whom the question of angels is not primarily a question of proof or doctrine but of encounter, attention, and the deep human intuition that the visible world is not all there is.

It is also addressed to readers who do not hold any specific religious belief but who recognise in the tradition's language about angels something that speaks to a real dimension of human experience: the experience of threshold, of being on the boundary between what is known and what exceeds knowing, of the moments in every life when ordinary categories give way and something else, something larger and more demanding, presses in. Rilke knew this experience and wrote about it in secular terms. So did Simone Weil, who was not a Christian believer in any conventional sense but who found in the mystical tradition a language adequate to what she had encountered. This book is addressed to readers in that company.

A word about what this book does not require. It does not require the reader to believe in angels in the literal sense of assenting to their existence as a matter of doctrine. It requires only the willingness to attend to a tradition that has been thinking about light, threshold, fire, and the structure of the relationship between the visible and the invisible for three thousand years, and to consider whether that tradition illuminates something real about the character of the world and the nature of the divine-human encounter. What the reader makes of that illumination is the reader's own business. The book offers contemplation, not conversion.

Pseudo-Dionysius wrote in approximately the year 500 AD, probably in Syria, under a pseudonym that claimed the authority of the Dionysius who was converted by Paul's speech on the Areopagus in Athens. (Acts 17:34) The pseudonymity was eventually recognised, but the texts survived because their theological quality was sufficient to justify their authority on its own terms. Aquinas cited him more than seventeen hundred times. Dante placed him in the Heaven of the Sun.

The core of the Dionysian method is the principle that the divine reality exceeds every affirmation and every negation.4 You can say God is good, and this is true. But God is not good in the way that anything else is good, so the statement requires immediate qualification. You can say God is not good, in the sense that God exceeds every category of goodness we can form, and this is also true in its way. But the negation is also inadequate. The tradition calls this the way of eminence: God is beyond both what we affirm and what we deny, in a mode of being that our categories cannot contain.

The same principle applies to angels. The tradition affirms their existence, their nature, their orders, their functions. But every affirmation immediately encounters its limit: the Seraphim burn with divine fire, but not as a candle burns; the Cherubim know with divine wisdom, but not as a scholar knows; the Angels are sent as messengers, but not as a courier is sent. The tradition's language about angels is a symbolic grammar pointing toward realities that the language itself cannot contain. This is not a weakness of the tradition; it is its greatest strength, and it is the feature that makes it accessible to readers who would be put off by confident literal assertion.

This book uses the Dionysian method throughout. Where it affirms, it knows the affirmation is partial. Where it speculates, it names what it is doing. Where it reaches the edge of what language can say, it tries to say that clearly rather than papering over the edge with words that are not equal to what lies beyond it.  Readers of The Merkabah in the Tomb and The Face of God will notice the change of register immediately, and they deserve an explanation of it.

Those books were addressed to readers who needed the Thomistic framework as a guard against the twin errors of credulity and reductionism. They were right to insist on that framework for their purposes. But the Thomistic framework, applied in those books, imposed a specific constraint: the highest angelic orders (Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones) do not directly operate in the material world, and no angelic agency of any order contributed to the efficient causality of the Resurrection. Those constraints stood, and they stand in this book as well when the question is one of causality.

This book does not ask the question of causality. It asks the question of meaning, of witness, of the theological grammar by which the tradition has always understood the divine-human encounter to be mediated, attended, and symbolically disclosed. In that register, the Thomistic constraints do not apply, because they were never designed for it. Aquinas himself wrote poetry (the Tantum Ergo, the Pange Lingua) in a register that his systematic theology did not govern. The mystical tradition has always known that there are modes of theological engagement that are not answerable to the rules of the scholastic disputation, and that are not for that reason less rigorous, only differently rigorous.

This book operates in that mode. It is rigorous in the ways the Dionysian tradition is rigorous: attentive to the symbolic grammar, honest about the limits of language, careful not to claim more than the tradition supports. But it is free in the ways the previous books were not: free to follow the tradition's speculative reach into the question of what the angelic orders are, what their presence at the tomb means, and what the fire that does not consume might tell us about the nature of the divine encounter with created matter.

Rilke's first Duino Elegy opens with a question: who, if I cried out, would hear me among the angels' hierarchies? He does not answer the question. He does not know if anyone would hear. What he knows is that the question is real, that the possibility of being heard is something he cannot dismiss even if he cannot confirm it, and that the tradition that has thought most carefully about this question is the one that begins with fire and ends in silence.10

The agnostic reader who picks up this book is probably closer to Rilke than to Aquinas: not without religious instinct, but without the doctrinal framework that would give that instinct a settled home. This book is addressed to that reader without condescension and without the covert agenda of using angelology as a soft entry point to Christian conversion. The tradition of the celestial hierarchy is worth attending to on its own terms, regardless of where the reader ultimately locates themselves in relation to the claims it is embedded in.

What the tradition offers the agnostic reader is this: a way of thinking about the structure of reality that takes seriously the intuition that the visible world is not exhaustively described by the categories of natural science, that there are dimensions of experience (beauty, terror, the sacred, the threshold moments of grief and love and death) that require a different vocabulary, and that the vocabulary the tradition has developed over three millennia is not primitive but sophisticated, not naively literal but carefully symbolic, and not closed to the questioning mind but in many ways designed for it.

The apophatic tradition in particular, the tradition that insists on not knowing as the highest form of knowing, has always been more comfortable with honest uncertainty than with confident assertion. Meister Eckhart said that the most perfect prayer is the one that has no words.16 Gregory of Nyssa said that Moses's deepest encounter with God was in the darkness of the cloud on Sinai, not in the light of the burning bush.15 These are not the words of a tradition that demands doctrinal assent as the price of admission. They are the words of a tradition that has learned to hold the question open.
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What the Word Means
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Messenger, Threshold, Presence, and the Grammar of the Sacred


Hebrews 1:14  Are not all angels ministering spirits sent to serve those who will inherit salvation?




Exodus 3:2  There the angel of the LORD appeared to him in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses saw that though the bush was on fire it did not burn up.


The word angel arrives in English trailing centuries of misuse. It has been applied to children in white robes with tinsel halos, to street murals commemorating the young and dead, to athletes who play with unusual grace, to the deceased in every culture's consoling grammar of grief. It has been sentimentalised, commercialised, psychologised, and evacuated of almost everything the tradition meant by it. Before this book can say anything useful about angels, it must spend some time clearing the word of what it has accumulated and returning it to what it originally named.

The Greek word angelos means, simply, messenger. It is not primarily a description of a kind of being; it is a description of a function, a role, a relationship between a sender and a recipient. When the Hebrew Bible uses the word malak (the Hebrew equivalent), it sometimes refers to a divine being of the kind we conventionally picture as an angel, and sometimes refers to a human prophet or priest acting in a divine capacity, and sometimes refers to a natural phenomenon (fire, wind, earthquake) through which the divine presence acts. The word does not fix a specific ontology; it names a mode of address.

This grammatical flexibility is not a weakness of the biblical tradition but a feature of it. The tradition is not primarily interested in the metaphysics of what angels are made of, whether they have wings, how many can stand on the head of a pin. It is interested in what angels do, what they communicate, what they open and close, what they guard and what they permit. The tradition's angels are defined by their function in the divine economy, not by their substance, and it is in that functional definition that they become theologically interesting again.

David Bentley Hart's observation in The Experience of God is useful here: the concept of angels in the great monotheistic traditions is not a primitive attempt to explain natural phenomena in the absence of science, but a sophisticated account of the structure of the relationship between the infinite and the finite, the uncreated and the created, the divine and the human.8 The tradition is asking: if an infinite God relates to finite creatures, how does that relationship work? What are the modes of the divine self-communication? What mediates the encounter between what exceeds all categories and what is entirely contained by them? The answer the tradition gives is: the hierarchy of created intelligences we call angels.

Rather than beginning with theology, this chapter begins with three specific appearances of the word in its original context: three moments in the biblical narrative where the messenger arrives, and where attending carefully to what happens illuminates what the tradition means by the word.

The first appearance is in Exodus 3:2: the angel of the LORD appears to Moses in flames of fire from within a bush. Moses sees that the bush is burning but not consumed. He turns to look, and then God speaks from within the bush.

Several things happen simultaneously in this passage that are worth separating out. The angel and God are not clearly distinguished: the angel of the LORD appears, and then the LORD speaks. The messenger and the sender are grammatically collapsed into one another in a way that has fascinated biblical interpreters ever since. The angel is not a separate being who has arrived before God does; the angel is the mode of the divine self-presentation. The fire that does not consume is the perceptible form of the divine presence: it is real fire, it is visibly burning, and yet it operates by a different principle from any fire Moses has seen before. It does not consume its fuel because its principle is not combustion but presence.

This gives us the first characteristic of the angelic in the tradition: it is the mode by which divine presence makes itself perceptible without annihilating what receives it. The fire could burn the bush to ash in seconds; it does not. The divine presence could overwhelm Moses entirely; it does not. The angel, the mode of divine address, is precisely the calibration of the encounter to what the recipient can bear. Not less than the truth, but the truth in a form that can be received.

The second appearance is Genesis 18. Three men appear to Abraham at the oaks of Mamre.19 Abraham runs to meet them, bows, and offers hospitality as to any travellers who might need rest and food. He brings water for their feet, sets a meal before them, stands nearby while they eat. Only gradually does it become clear that these are not ordinary travellers: the conversation turns to Sarah's impending pregnancy (impossible at her age), then to the fate of Sodom, then to a dialogue of stunning intimacy in which Abraham negotiates with God about justice and mercy.

The three visitors do not announce themselves as divine messengers. They arrive in human form, accept hospitality, eat food. They are entirely human in their mode of presence until the conversation reveals what they carry. This is the second characteristic of the angelic: it is capable of complete human form, of appearing in the full register of ordinary human encounter, and the recognition of what it is comes not from its appearance but from what it communicates and what it opens.

Rowan Williams, reflecting on the Fathers' interpretation of this passage, notes that the three visitors are among the tradition's most consistent images of the divine generosity that does not overwhelm: God approaches in forms we can receive, eats what we offer, and speaks in the register of conversation before disclosing what the conversation is really about.9 The
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