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Early-Christian perceptions of God and His 

interaction with creation began to take form at a 
time in Late-Classical history when Neo-Platonism 
was a strong, developing ideology.  Christians 
considered this philosophical system, founded by 
Plotinus (204-270), pagan and heretical, eventually 
reacting so strongly that sixth-century Emperor 
Justinian closed the original School of Neo-
Platonism in Athens and outlawed pagan teaching 
across the empire.1 Yet, Neo-Platonism had already 
impacted the development of Christian ideas. 
Influential Early-Christian thinkers show Neo-
Platonic ideas about the essence and energies of God 
being incorporated into Christianity. Out of the 
many Neo-Platonic concepts, five appear to have 
been more thoroughly incorporated into the faith by 
various theologians and philosophers. These would 
be Triadic Manifestations, All-Goodness, the 
movement of the One to the Many, as well as the 
movement of the Many back to the One, and the 
Great Chain of Being. 
 

1   “Indeed we may be less ready to see Justinian as a 

patron of the liberal arts and more to see him as a repressive 

autocrat. It was Justinian who burnt books, Justinian who 

arrested intellectuals, Justinian who closed the Academy at 

Athens and ended the consulship.” Averil Cameron, Procopius 

and the Sixth Century (New York: Routledge, 1996), 20-21. 

 
 
 
     The authority and ideas of prominent 
theologians and philosophers, such as Gregory of 
Nyssa (335-394), Gregory of Nazianzus (330-390), 
Pseudo-Dionysius (late fifth century), Augustine of 
Hippo (354-430), and Maximus the Confessor (580-
662), contributed a great deal to the final accepted 
doctrines of the Church. Their great interweaving of 
Neo-Platonism carried still further into the fabric of 
Byzantine church design over the next centuries 
through Justinian’s chosen architect, Isodorus, 
ironically a graduate of the closed Athenian school. 
Thus, Neo-Platonism moved beyond theology into 
the visual constructions of the church, architecture 
and art, even to the point of inspiring echoes of 
Neo-Platonism in the ways the buildings were used.  
     Despite his best intentions, Justinian incidentally 
promoted the historical continuance of Neo-
Platonism in the Byzantine churches remembered as 
his crown jewels. Isodorus of Miletos, who with 
Anthemius of Tralles designed Hagia Sophia, was 
well trained in Neo-Platonic ideas and even had been 
one of the last directors of the Academy in Athens. 
Not simply architects or craftsmen, Isidoros and 
those like him had trained at the Academy in 
mathematics, kinetics, and statics and stereometry.2  
Called “mechanikos”, their education embraced a 

2   Joseph R. Strayer, Dictionary of the Middle Ages 

Volume 6 (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons). 
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wide variety of areas, moving the study of geometry, 
arithmetic, and astronomy (as well as their practical 
applications in painting and construction), into 
theories specifically addressing how to link the 
material and spiritual worlds.3 
     Though overtly persecuted during the reign of 
Justinian, Neo-Platonic philosophy became readily 
noticeable through the basic concepts of form and 
decoration in Byzantine church buildings, choices 
influenced by multiple theologians, philosophers, 
and engineers. Some architectural archives of Neo-
Platonic thought include Hagia Sophia (532-37), 
Hagia Eirene (532), San Vitale (546-48), St. Phillipi 
(540), Ss. Sergius and Bacchus (527-36), and the 
Church of the Holy Apostles (536-50). These 
buildings suggest by their very structure a Neo-
Platonic influence and interplay between early-
Christian theology and architecture. Even the liturgy 
celebrated within these churches was affected.  
     While the depth and breadth of the theological 
perspectives shape manifold structures within the 
Byzantine church, the Neo-Platonic influence on the 
period’s spiritual realities can be somewhat 
understood by looking at three aspects of the 
churches: the spiritual manifested in the physical, 
the nature of the trinity, and the function of Christ’s 
body within those structures.  
     As mentioned, those talented enough to be called 
“mechanikos” were not merely craftsmen, and did 
not perceive themselves or their work on such a 
simple level. It was the duty of the mechanikos to 
connect the physical and spiritual realities by 
implementing their philosophically based scientific 
training. It was precisely this intensive philosophical 
education that made Justinian’s chosen architects so 
unique. Hagia Sophia was intended by the emperor 
to be the epitome of his influence and view of the 
faith, as well as the structure that placed him 
permanently and prominently within the history 

3   Pappus of Alexandria, Treatise of the Geometer. 

and tradition of the Church. Justinian proved his 
devotion to this cause by the outpouring of his 
state’s wealth along with his own pride and soul 
upon the structure of Hagia Sophia. Since his great 
church was to be extraordinary, it was necessary for 
him to choose uniquely talented individuals to run 
his project. Procopius, Justinian’s own historian, 
spoke to the credentials of the two men picked by 
the emperor: 
 

The emperor then, regardless of expense, pressed on 
with the building, gathering artisans from every-
where. And Anthemius of Tralles, most skilled in the 
builder’s art not only among the living, but also of 
those who had been before him, served the 
Emperor’s eagerness, ordering the artisan’s tasks and 
preparing models of the future building. With him 
was another master-builder, Isodorus, a Milesian, 
also intelligent and fit to serve the Emperor 
Justinian.

4
 

 
     Primarily a scientist, Anthemius worked on the 
mathematical concepts of conical sections and 
projective geometry, as well as being noted as an 
inventor. His mathematical work came directly from 
the Neo-Platonic influences and discoveries in 
geometry. The Neo-Platonic schools were the first to 
begin the study and application of abstract three-
dimensional objects such as cones. It is also directly 
due to his work (in geometric projections) that 
Anthemius was able to construct and variate the 
interior spaces of Hagia Sophia.5 Similarly, Isodorus 
focused on teaching stereometry6 and physics (both 
in Alexandria and later Constantinople). Yet, 
precisely because of his scientific interests and 
philosophical study at the Neo-Platonic Academy, 
Isodorus became a highly skilled individual familiar 

4  Philip Sherrard, Constantinople: Iconography of a 

Sacred City (London: Oxford University Press, 1965), 26-27. 
5  Richard Krautheimer, Early Christian And Byzantine 

Architecture (Hong Kong: Penguin Books Ltd, 1986), 206. 
6  Stereometry deals with the measurements of volumes of 

such things as spheres, cylinders, prisms, etc. 
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with aspects of architectural design; at one point, he 
wrote a commentary on an earlier treatise on 
vaulting. It is because of Isodorus that Hagia Sophia 
is held aloft, and contains simple as well as 
intricately designed groin vaulting.7 
     Despite their inherent situation within this 
world, church buildings are the earthly embodiment 
of the greater truths found in the next realm, serving 
as points of focus where Christians come to 
experience the spiritual as much as they are able on 
earth. As such, church buildings function as 
imperfect mirrors of the spiritual, reflecting to the 
greatest possible extent all that is glorious and holy. 
The aim of the Neo-Platonic influenced mechanikos 
to express spiritual realities through manifest 
physical representations coincides perfectly with the 
intentions of Christian church structures. It is why 
the pairing of the two during the construction of 
Hagia Sophia was so successful. Serving as lighted 
candles to the best of Neo-Platonic thought, 
Byzantine churches attempt to bring the spiritual 
into our realm, illuminating spiritual mysteries 
whereby becoming icons of heaven. 
     Upon viewing the interior of Hagia Sophia, Paul 
the Silentary, a poet during the time of Justinian, 
spoke of its marvels and how it gave the impression 
of these spiritual realities: 
 

…and when the inner part was seen sorrow fled from 
the hearts of all, as the sun lit the glories of the 
temple… and when the first gleam of light rosy-
armed driving away the dark shadows leapt from 
arch to arch, then all the princes and people with one 
voice hymned their songs of prayer and praise; and as 
they came to the sacred courts, it seemed to them as 
if the mighty arches were set in heaven.

8
 

 
Paul here gives light to the common perception that 
the physical manifestation of the church was meant 
to reflect the relationship with the spiritual, with 

7  Ibid. 
8  Sherrard, Constantinople, 27. 

God. It led all souls towards the goal of union with 
Him, and became an icon of the spiritual realities of 
itself. The representation of the symbolic within the 
physicality of the church’s structure begins with 
God’s manifestation in the three Persons of the 
Trinity. The structures where the Church resides, its 
physical manifestation, must also be symbolic 
representations of heaven on earth because all three 
of the Godhead dwell and coexist in the building 
during the Divine Liturgy.  
     The liturgy and its proper theological 
implications must be taken into consideration when 
a church is planned and constructed. This was 
imperative to the early Church where the faithful 
most often came into contact with theological 
information through ecclesiastical leaders and the 
church structures during the Mass. Because it acted 
as a didactic tool, bishops and emperors had to take 
every precaution to ensure the proper understanding 
of the faith through the liturgy and architecture. 
Throughout the history of the Catholic Church, the 
expression of the liturgy through traditional rites, 
rituals, and images in specific buildings has been 
nothing short of creating heaven on earth for the 
faithful. This liturgy is not merely an artifact of the 
material world but also resides in the spiritual realm, 
uniting these two planes by the shared sacrifice of 
Christ. During the liturgy, each particular 
congregation is present together along with the 

Church Universal−including the Angels, Saints, 
Mary, and Christ. The Divine Liturgy is meant to be 
at all times reminiscent of a heavenly liturgy by use 
of particular physical signs and rituals.  
     In order to represent spiritual mysteries, early 
Christian theologians and philosophers, such as the 
fifth-century Pseudo-Dionysius, began to investigate 
and understand to greater depths the nature of God 
and His creation, how He interacts with the world, 
and what it means to be and live as a Christian. 
Once these spiritual concepts were known to a 
greater degree, they were shown within the imagery 
and architecture of the Byzantine churches in order 
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that the faithful might come to better comprehend 
difficult concepts such as the Trinity, Consecration, 
or the unity between all members of the Church as 
the Body of Christ.  
     Two of these concepts, the Trinity and the Body 
of Christ, are main subjects in the relationship 
between God and His creation. They exist on the 
divine and earthly planes and are necessary for the 
spiritual health of the Church. Like Christians, the 
Neo-Platonists that preceded them also viewed the 
world in “Triadic Manifestations.”9 This triadic view 
which originated with Plotinus 10 came only too 
naturally  to  the  Christians,  and many of their 
scholars such as Maximus the Confessor used the 
Neo-Platonic  philosophy  to  deepen  their 
understanding of the Christian God and all things 
related to the Trinity. 
     Within the Holy Trinity, God the Father is first 
among the three Persons, and He is the unifying 
cause of the Trinity. Each of the other two Persons, 
the Son and the Spirit, proceed from the Father in a 
mutual triadic coexistence. In explaining the Trinity, 
Gregory  of  Nazianzus,  the  fourth  century 
Archbishop of Constantinople felt that the richness 
of God could not be fully expressed in the Monad 
and that a Dyad would seem “divisive and indicate a 
type of falsifying materiality.”11 Rather, like the Neo-
Platonists, he saw that the Triad created a union, a 
perfect circle  in which the living and dynamic 
character of God could be fully realized.  
     Well versed in and influenced by the Neo-
Platonic tendencies of Pseudo-Dionysius, Maximus 

9   Lars Thurnberg, Man and the Cosmos: The Vision of 

St. Maximus the Confessor (Crestwood, New York: St. 

Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985), 32. 
10  “In the intellectuals, all, if the Absolute Living-Form, 

there is a multiple−a triad, let us say−that triad of the Living-

Form is of the nature of essence: and the Triad prior to any 

living thing, Triad in the realm of Being, is a principle of 

essence.” Plotinus, The Six Enneads (Kessinger Publishing, 

LLC, 2004), 675. 
11  Thurnberg, Man and the Cosmos, 45. 

the Confessor described the Triad as the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit as Being, Wisdom, and Life 
respectively. God the Father is Being, the great I Am, 
and the names begetter, well-spring and ultimate 
cause can be expressed to Him alone amongst the 
Trinity.12 In an attempt to express the essence of 
God in imagery, Gregory of Nyssa calls Him “an 
obscure light, a luminous darkness.”13 It is as if the 
Father is a solitary candle flickering and 
illuminating creation; yet, He is also found in the 
softened darkness all around the candle. There is a 
spiritual depth here that Gregory is trying to convey: 
that the Father is the greatest expression of Unity. 
This use of light and darkness to reference God is 
represented by the early Christians in the 
construction of Byzantine churches such as Hagia 
Sophia and Hagia Eirene. 
     The interior structure of the building is geared 
towards forming minds towards God, allowing them 
to experience Him during the Liturgy, and is used to 
educate the congregation about the nature and 
movement of God. This was accomplished in the 
impression made on the viewer by the shape of the 
interior along with the use of light and dark. The 
movement of light along with the impact darkness 
can instill in the soul was a way to allow sight to be 
given to the blind; spiritual realities that were hard 
to comprehend, such as the Trinity, became 
knowable to Christians through manifest 
representations.  
     With its domes and vaulting rising high above 
the floor, Hagia Sophia gives an overwhelming 
impression of majesty. Built by emperor Justinian 
after the 532 A.D. Nika revolts, it is intended to 
show architectural creativity and imperial power. 
Yet, its purpose is not only to impress upon the 
populace the grandeur of the emperor but also to 

12   Ibid., 46. 
13   Philip Sheldrake, The &ew Westminster Dictionary of 

Christian Spirituality (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John 

Knox Press, 2005), 225. 
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express the spiritual depth of the faith. For example, 
the immense space led the eyes of the worshipper to 
the high windows. From these small cavities of light, 
soft rays reached between the stone structure and by 
traveling across the deep of the interior allowed for 
an incredible interplay between natural light and the 
dark recesses of the building. The addition of 
numerous candles and chandeliers softened the 
harshness of some of the darker crevices, giving the 
space a truly luminous and ethereal nature.  
     Continuously aware of Justinian’s achievements 
and intentions, Procopius noted how the building 
consistently affected all who entered its walls: 
 

Whenever anyone comes to the church to pray, he 
realizes at once that it is not by human power or skill, 
but by divine influence that this church has been so 
wonderfully built. His mind is lifted up on high to 
God, feeling that He cannot be far away but must 
love to dwell in this place he has chosen. And this 
does not happen only when one sees the church for 
the first time, but the same thing occurs to the visitor 
on each successive occasion as if the sight were ever 
a new one. No one has ever had a surfeit of this 
spectacle, but when they are present in the building, 
men rejoice in what they see, and when they are 
away from it, they take delight in talking of it.

14
 

 

     Overwhelming, enveloping light impressed upon 
the early Christian God’s goodness and presence, 
and was necessary to convey key philosophical and 
theological concepts. Yet, due to architectural 
difficulties of the time, such as the need to keep wall 
and roof integrity at the cost of reducing available 
wall openings, light via windows was not yet 
available in large quantities. Even so, the progressive 
architects of Hagia Sophia were able to produce an 
astonishing halo effect of light around the base of 
the dome as well as other windows and entrances of 
light that played off the curvature of the other 
domes, illuminating the golden mosaics that covered 
the walls. The main dome seemed to be floating 

14  Sherrard, Constantinople, 31. 

carelessly above the worshippers upon a ring of 
light-filled windows. This weight of the dark dome 
being suspended by the halo of light gives the sense 
that the light is more stable than the stone, which it 
appears to support. The great beams of light that 
find their way down the immense interior give those 
present a feeling of awe and majesty, an impression 
not only of the Father but of the emperor who 
ordered the construction of the church.  
     Depictions of light can be representative of each 
person in the Trinity, and the early Christian 
worshipper was well aware of its symbolism. God as 
light became an often-repeated subject in homilies, 
letters, and sermons that were well circulated 
through the Christian communities. In his homily 
on Psalm 39:10, “In your light we see light”, St. 
Jerome explains how the “remark is addressed to the 
Father; ‘O Father, in the light of the Son we see 
light, the Holy Spirit’.”15 Light was known to be 
synonymous to God, and therefore, was also given 
the equivalent of Life: “For if the Son is the true 
Light, and this Light was Life, this Life was made in 
Him.”16 Since the Church, the Body of Christ, was a 
living, breathing entity it was necessary for the 
structures in which they worshipped to be reflective 
of God, His Life, and His Light. 
     Representations of God were not limited to light, 
but were expanded to include darkness. Darkness 
was not something associated with evil;17 in fact, the 

15  St. Jerome, The Father’s of the Church: the Homilies 

of St. Jerome (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University 

Press, 1964). 
16  St. John Chrysostom, The Fathers of the Church: The 

Homilies of St. John Chrysostom, Archbishop of 

Constantinople, on the Gospel According to St. John (London, 

R. and J. Rivington, 1848). 
17  Plotinus speaks about how having a “lack” of 

something Good does not mean something is evil, at the most 

it implies that the thing is “Not-Goodness”. Therefore, even 

though darkness is a lack of the Good that is light, it still 

participates in the Good, and is not evil. Plotinus, The Six 

Enneads, 68. 
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church structure could not contain or imply 
anything unholy.  In Hagia Sophia, an expression of 
God as Light was conveyed, yet overwhelming 
darkness saturated many of the areas of the 
Byzantine church. This posed no problem for the 
early Christians, for as Pseudo-Dionysius asserted, 
God is in the Darkness, He is in the Deep.18  
Everything within the building must lead one to 
God.  Therefore, the presence of large quantities of 
darkness only aided in an understanding of God and 
allowed the worshipper to travel in thought and 
prayer towards what it means for God to be in the 
Deep, for Him to be within the innermost reaches of 
building and soul.  
     Similarly to the Father dwelling within light, the 
early Christians understood his representation 
through particular types of darkness. In the deepest 
darkness, a “mysterious still point of Light non-
manifest was where God was known to make the 
shadows his retreat.”19 Various sermons and homilies 
reflected these Christian influencing Neo-Platonic 
ideas of All-Goodness in regards to light and 

darkness−a concept where all things are good to the 
degree in which they participate in the One, in God. 
Perhaps the most popular, St. Basil’s homilies on the 
Hexaemeron20 give light to the early Christian 
beliefs of darkness. He begins his second homily in 
this series by quoting Moses from Genesis, that 
“darkness was on the face of the deep” and goes on 
to state that darkness was created by God at the 
beginning of the world. Basil denounces all those 
who would call the darkness evil or uncreated by 
God, as if it were some ever persistent, existing force 
that worked against goodness. Since God created all 
things from nothing and He made creation good, 

18   Colm Luibheid, Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete 

Works (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), 138. 
19  Sherrard, Constantinople, 33. 
20  Roy Joseph Deferrari, The Fathers of the Church: 

Saint Basil, the Exegetic Homilies (Washington, D.C.: The 

Catholic University Press, 1963), 26. 

Basil insists that darkness cannot be inherently evil; 
it is “not some sovereign and wicked force against 
good.”21By addressing the nature of darkness, Basil 
not only emphasizes its All-Goodness, but he also 
condemns the heretical teachings of the Marcionites, 
Valentinians, and the Manichaeans, which were 
popular at the time. These views each accepted the 
idea, to varying degrees, of a cosmic dualism where 
light is good and darkness is evil. Preaching, as well 
as physically depicting that God dwells in the deep, 
the darkness, became imperative in order to defend 
against heresy and educate the common Christian 
on orthodox doctrine.  
     Within Hagia Eirene, one of the sister-churches 
to Hagia Sophia, there is also interplay between light 
and dark. Three large windows in a main apse spread 
light down towards the congregation. Even with this 
light, the half-domed top of the apse above the 
windows is shrouded in shadow. The cross that sits 
prominently in the apse indicates the Christian 
nature of the building, yet even this image is slightly 
veiled by the dark. In other recesses of the building, 
in the hallways and alcoves, more pockets of deep 
darkness are found, some of them contrasted greatly 
by small openings of light. The darkness that a 
person engages with upon entering through the 
doors might cause one to pause as their eyes adjust, 
and then furthermore, change their state of mind. It 
elicits a quieter, more contemplative mood from 
those who walk through the space. The darkness 
calls for a prayerful disposition while the sharp, 
contrasting openings of light speak to the 
illumination of the soul about God by traveling 
through that prayer.  
     The Son, as the second Person of the Trinity, is 
the most tangible for humans to comprehend. He is 
the One who came and took on a human nature and 
flesh, so that He might have a closer relationship to 
His creatures and be their Redeemer. Such 

21  Ibid., 27. 
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characteristics and names as begotten, Goodness, 
Wisdom, will, primordial force and Word are all 
associated with the Son. For “In the Beginning was 
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. All that was made came from 
Him.”22 He is equal to the Father in all ways, and yet 
is distinct from the Father in that He is begotten. 
     The existence of the Son within the confines of 
the church walls is perhaps most physically visible of 
all the Three Persons of the Trinity due to His Real 
Presence in the Eucharist. At each liturgy, the Lamb 
is sacrificed and present at the altar in the midst of 
the Body of the Church, the bread and wine the 
priest offers up to God truly become the Body and 
Blood of Christ. The architecture is specifically 
geared toward each member of the Church present 
on earth and in heaven witnessing the sacrifice. This 
spiritual reality of the sacrifice, along with the 
presence of all in heaven, is not readily apparent to 
the earthly congregation. The material world must 
compensate for what is not visible and keep the 
reality of this divine truth at the forefront of the 
worshipper’s mind. Giving correct representation 
and keeping focus on the spiritual realities is made 
possible by the imagery and symbolism that are 
present on the altar and in the apse.  
     Imagery in the Basilica of San Vitale shows 
representations of the person of Christ during the 
reign of Justinian. The whole apse area of San Vitale 
gives depictions of the nature of Christ, describing 
His nature as God, Man, and Sacrifice. The apse area 
directly above the altar depicts Christ receiving the 
church from Bishop Ecclesius as well as offering the 
martyr’s crown to San Vitale. The flat, golden 
mosaic suggests the spiritual nature of the 
occurrences while the gestures of Christ, the orb he 
appears on, and his clothing suggest a kingly 
presence, depicting the second Person of the Trinity 

22   John 1:1. Biblical citations taken from the Douay-

Rheims translation. 

as the ruler of the world.  
     Though there are numerous representations of 
Christ scattered throughout the church buildings, 
there is always an emphasis on Christ within the 
apse and on the altar. Images located here direct 
attention to Christ or various representation of His 
Sacrifice. The images here are not restricted to Christ 
crucified, but include depictions of Him, His life 
and His resurrection. He is expressed as Lord and 
King, Lamb of Sacrifice, Risen Lord, Pantocrator,23 
or as a philosopher in order that his nature as 
Wisdom might be conveyed. Most importantly, 
Christ’s image expresses the Real Presence in the 
Eucharist to which the church space intends to lead 
the worshippers’ eyes and thoughts by directing 
them towards the altar.24  
     Church leaders wished the faithful to express 
deep contemplation on Christ, most especially when 
they received Him in the Eucharist. Reflection on 
Christ is not simply a nicety, it is essential to the 
soul; hence, the over-emphasis of Him in the apse 
area along with various depictions scattered 
throughout the building as exemplified by the 
imagery of San Vitale. For instance, looking down 
upon the altar and mosaics of Christ is a smaller 
mosaic depicting a lamb encircled by a halo of sky 
and stars. The Lamb, an image of Christ as the 
Sacrifice, towers over the other mosaics, redirecting 
the attention from the earthly realities toward the 
spiritual.  
     Within the spiritual realities, the third Person of 
the Trinity, the Holy Spirit, is perhaps more difficult 
to discern within the interior of the church, yet His 
presence within the building and its members 

23   Pantocrator is a name for God, which is translated 

from the Greek as Almighty. 
24   Anthemius, one of the two chief architects of Hagia 

Sophia, used his study of Apollonius and ellipses to lead the 

viewer’s eyes towards the Altar of Sacrifice during the liturgy. 

Wilbur R. Knorr, Textual Studies in Ancient and Medieval 

Geometry (Boston: Birkhaeuser, 1989). 
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remains vital. The Spirit is not a solid image or 
materially concrete, as is Christ. Rather, He is an 
ever-continuing flow of life and energy proceeding 
from the Father who is within and amongst the 
congregation, and whose presence is most 
represented at the conferring of the sacraments. He 
is the life-blood of the Church, and therefore brings 
with Him the grace that brings life to the church. 
     The Holy Spirit’s unique nature within the 
Trinity derives as a part of His procession from the 
Father. It was the Spirit that came upon the 
Apostles, filling their hearts, minds, and lips with 
the revelation of God and granting them the 
strength to go into the world. Since His descent and 
guidance at the birth of the Church, it is only right 
to understand that He still dwells among its 
members and participates in the life of the Church. 
He exists as the perfecting force that is always 
present and driving the Christian towards Himself 
during the administration of the sacraments and the 
Liturgy.  
     These sacraments, material representations of 
spiritual realities, also reveal to us the presence of 
the Spirit among the people. As the Spirit in 
Genesis, “moved over the waters,”25 He similarly 
descends during Baptism on the faithful through the 
use of water and places an indelible mark upon their 
souls. In addition, in Confirmation, as occurred at 
Pentecost, He comes and gives strength and fortitude 
to the Christian, allowing them to more perfectly 
live and preach the Word of God. Through the 
Sacraments, the Spirit is represented in imagery to 
aid the congregation in understanding the role He 
plays in the life of faith. Through the interaction of 
the Spirit with the other two persons, the Father and 
the Son, the Trinity exists and dominates Christian 
theology. Yet, it is with the reinterpretation of the 
Neo-Platonic Triadic Manifestations of God by 
Pseudo-Dionysius that there was a deeper 

25   Genesis 1:2.  

understanding of the Christian Trinity in the early 
Church. 
     Though the nature of the Trinity remains a 
mystery, the best expressions of God are still being 
revealed more through negative theology26 rather 
than positive affirmations. Hence, some of the best 
didactic materials concerning this mystery are 
images. In order to comprehend the mysterious, 
humans turn to the aid of form and colors, lines 
and gestures that will lead their minds and souls 
towards the contemplation of higher, heavenly 
existences such as God. Not only humans, but also 
God himself resorts to these types, these movements, 
to express adequately His divine nature and 
involvement with the material realities. Pseudo-
Dionysius suggested that the divine intelligences of 
God manifest themselves and move in three 

different ways−horizontal, circular, and spiral−in 
order that He may interact with His creation.27 It is 
in this way, Pseudo-Dionysius incorporated the Neo-
Platonic movements of the One, in that the One 
moves downwards towards the Many; this is 
followed by the movements of the Many back to the 
One. 
     Pseudo-Dionysius asserts that the most direct way 
God interacts with creation is through the straight, 
linear movement in which He “offers unerring 
guidance to all those below.”28 As the priest lifts the 
host and says the words of consecration from the 
altar, Christ comes to His people through the 
Eucharist. Between Him and each member present is 
a single connection. To give emphasis to this direct 
movement, church architecture focused on the most 
important aspect of the building, the altar and the 
apse. Though this is found in both the basilican 
style as well as central-planned churches, it is overly 

26   Negative theology speaks about God using negation 

and attempts to gain knowledge what God is not rather than 

what He is. 
27  Luibheid, Pseudo-Dionysius, 78. 
28  Ibid. 
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emphasized within basilican style buildings, such as 
Hagia Eirene, by the extended nature of the nave 
and rhythmic, forward movement given by the 
columns. The long, narrow nave of Hagia Eirene 
immediately directs the eye towards the far, main 
apse and therefore to the altar of Sacrifice. During 
the liturgy, the viewer’s focus would be constantly 
nudged in this direction by the sheer orientation of 
the building. The repetitive columns which lead up 
to the transept immediately open up from a 
narrower aisle into a large domed space, which only 
forces the worshipper’s eye and mind into this area. 
The light then comes in from the main apse, from 
behind the altar, encircling and emphasizing the 
Eucharist at Mass.  
     Even buildings such as St. Phillipi, which is less 
narrow than Hagia Eirene and the central-planned 
church San Vitale, necessarily put an emphasis on 
the main apse/altar area. These churches, built by 
Emperor Justinian, explore the horizontal 
movement of God implied by the Neo-Platonists. St. 
Phillipi, similar to Hagia Eirene, is linear enough to 
lead the eye to the end apse area, yet within the 
transept there is also a circular pattern within that 
highlights this area. Likewise, within San Vitale, the 
inner circle extends towards the apse area where the 
pillars, arches, and vaults of this small arcade show 
the worshipper that this is a particularly important 
area of this building. Therefore, while San Vitale 
gives us an example of the emphasis of the 
horizontal within a central plan, it, more obviously, 
expresses the second movement of Pseudo-
Dionysius’s description of God towards His 
creation: the circular. In His circular movement, 
God reveals his eternal nature: “He moves in a circle 
while at one with those illuminations which without 
beginning or end, emerge from the Good and the 
Beautiful [God].”29 The circular nature of the 
central-planned church of San Vitale allows for the 

29   Ibid. 

movement of God eternally around the 
congregation. The purpose of this movement is not 
for God himself but for the enlightenment of the 
worshippers to His nature as an everlasting being. 
Similar to San Vitale, the church of Ss. Sergius and 
Bacchus is based on a central plan. Its circle within a 
square allows for an enclosed area that gives 
expression to God’s completeness within Himself 
and allows the worshipper to experience this aspect 
of Him. 
     The church of Ss. Sergius and Bacchus’ circular 
plan illustrates Pseudo-Dionysius’s third implied 
movement of God: a spiral. The interior of the 
church is made up of two levels, topped by a large, 
open dome. Each level of the interior makes up a 
separate tier of a symbolic spiral that speaks to the 
movement of God. This particular movement of the 
divine intelligences allows for God to “provide for 
those beneath them and continue to remain where 
they are, while they continue to turn unceasingly 
around.”30 This triadic union, of the up, down, and 
spiraling movement between the two symbolizes in 
itself the Trinity. The viewer’s movements within 
these churches mirror Pseudo-Dionysius’s descrip-
tion of God’s movement through creation. The large 
dome that sits upon Ss. Sergius and Bacchus is the 
beginning point for the spiraling movement of God, 
which follows the lines of the building and 
completes its journey towards creation when it 
reaches the floor, the congregation. This is not the 
only building built during the reign of Justinian that 
exemplifies Pseudo-Dionysius’s theories of the 
triadic movements of God; the Church of the Holy 
Apostles and Hagia Sophia illustrate further 
examples. In Holy Apostles, there is not only one 
dome, but also multiple domes with the whole 
building’s plan based on the union of multiple 
sections of these spiraling manifestations. 
     The greatest example however, of the spiral 

30 Ibid. 
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movement manifesting itself in a Byzantine church 
is Hagia Sophia. Within this interior, there are no 
segmented areas as in the Holy Apostles. Instead, it 
is as if each of the possible spiraling sections has 
been integrated with one another. The interior of the 
building is a vast system of dome and vaults that 
curve and flow within and without one another, 
creating movement from the largest of the domes, 
around through the curvatures of walls and down 
towards the base. This unique expression of God 
fully captures the imagination of the worshipper, 
bringing the mind to wonder and therefore into a 
deeper sense of God. It is in this way that the minds 
of the worshippers, of the Many, are brought back 
towards the understanding of the One as suggested 
in Neo-Platonic philosophy. 
     Upon entering these spaces, which were designed 
to express Pseudo-Dionysius’ description of Gods 
movement through creation, the Christian’s senses 
would have been fully enveloped within the ethereal 
atmosphere that the Liturgy and worship demands. 
Floods of sweet incense, sending prayers to God, the 
brilliance of hundreds or more candles illuminating 
the altar and images set against a flat golden 
background shimmering from the flames, all give 
the worshipper an immediate feeling that this is a 
place not of the earth. It was spiritually something 
more, a small attempt, a grasping at the glorious 
splendor that is heaven. By entering the building, 
the Christian completes the icon, for without the 
congregation of the faithful on earth joining with 
those in heaven, the Body of Christ is not complete. 
     The Body of Christ has an intimate relationship 

with God−−it is the way He manifests himself on 
earth after his Ascension. Where the Church is 
present, so is Christ.31 Not only is He present in this 
way, he is also present in the Eucharist which is 
partaken of by each member of the Church. In this, 

31   Timothy Ware, The Orthodox Church (London: 

Penguin Book Ltd, 1997) 241. 

the person is united with Christ along with each and 
every other member. When all share in Christ, they 
come into a closer communion with each other. 
Therefore, there is a tightly knit bond, which is 
formed not only amongst the living but also with all 
those in heaven who have lived before and also 
actively participate in Christ. It is easy for members 
of the congregation to forget this connection to the 
many others such as saints, angels, and even Mary. 
This is why it is necessary that their imagery be 
displayed, allowing for a consciousness of the 
intimate relationships that exist within the Body of 
Christ and to also direct each mind toward God. 
     The Body of Christ is arranged in a particular 
hierarchy of being, which Pseudo-Dionysius 
maintains as a “Celestial Hierarchy.” At the head of 
the Body is Christ, then Mary, the angels, and the 
rest of the living and deceased humans, each 
arranged in the hierarchy depending on the 
participation of their being with that of God. This 
concept is similar to the Neo-Platonic Great Chain 
of Being, in which “all of existence from [God] on 
down are not only based upon the combination of 
universal matter and form, but composed [and 
situated in] the kinds of matter and form 
appropriate to their substantial level in the spiritual 
or corporeal realm.”32 This idea greatly influenced 
Christian scholars, such as St. Augustine of Hippo, 
who prior to his conversion to Christianity was 
deeply involved within the Neo-Platonic movement.  
     As numinous spiritual beings, angels have no 
true physical manifestation. Because of this they are 
placed high within Pseudo-Dionysius’ Celestial 
Hierarchy, though nearly always in aid to others 
such as Christ or the Saints. The only basis for 
which Christians can come into contact with any 
true idea of the image of angels is through the Bible 
and Word of God. Yet, the depictions that the Word 

32  Len Evan Goodman, &eoplatonism and Jewish 

Thought (Albany, New York: State University of New York 

Press), 89-90. 
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presents are rather surprising and outrageous. 
Pseudo-Dionysius explains these peculiar descrip-
tions of spiritual beings by stating that “the Word of 
God makes use of poetic imagery when discussing 
these formless intelligences, but…it does not so for 
the sake of art but as a concession to the nature of 
our own mind. These pictures have to do with being 
so simple we can neither know nor contemplate 
them.”33 
     Therefore, the images of angels commonly used 
in Christian art and architecture are supposedly 
given by God not for artistic verisimilitude, but 
because they are the best way that human minds 
perceive and understand anything about the nature 
of the angels and spiritual beings. A common 
argument against many of the descriptions of the 
angels during the early Byzantine era is that it is not 
possible, or correct, to depict non-material beings 
with material objects and images, especially when the 
‘earthier’ of imagery is used over the more noble.”34 
In response to this, Pseudo-Dionysius refutes those 
who are against imagery of the spiritual realities by 
saying that there are two reasons for creating 
material types of the type-less. The first of these is 
that humans lack the ability to rise directly up to 
conceptual contemplations. As spiritual beings tied 
to the material by our bodies, humans lack the 
capacity to understand or comprehend the great 
mysteries that encompass many of the non-material 
truths and beings, such as angels. His second 
argument is that it is fitting to the mysterious 
passages of scripture that the sacred and hidden 
truths about the celestial intelligences be concealed 
through the inexpressible and the sacred and be 
inaccessible to the boi pilloi, or ‘the many.”35  If ‘the 
many” cannot know these truths because of their 
concealment within the inexpressible, then the only 
possible way to explain even part of the truth is 

33   Luibheid, Pseudo-Dionysius, 148. 
34   Ibid. 
35   Ibid., 149. 

through insufficient, material, and humble forms. 
     Though angels are considered amongst the 
spiritual creatures, according to the Christian faith 
they have a very close relationship with humans; 
each person is said to have their own guardian angel. 
This angel keeps a constant watch on the person 
while also always staying in a relationship with God, 
their thoughts and eyes constantly turned towards 
Him. Apart from the intimate and unique personal 
relationship each person is said to have with the 
angels, these creatures are also important in 
Christian history by interacting with major figures, 
prophets, priests, and kings. Angels look upon God 
and encourage the faithful to do the same, and it is 
for this reason that they are considered important in 
Christian imagery and often placed in prominent 
positions. Within many representations of angels in 
churches, the spiritual beings are often placed 
around depictions of Christ, Mary, in Old and New 
Testament scenes, or around important Christian 
symbolism. There is one common theme; each image 
of an angel reminds the faithful of their continued 
presence with humans and lifts up the Christian 
contemplation to the divine.  
     The images of angels also remind the worshipper 
of their role and presence within the Divine Liturgy. 
For example, while on the material plane bread and 
wine are brought to the altar by the congregation 
and faithful as an offering for the sacrifice during 
the Offertory, it is believed that in the spiritual 
realm at the same Mass that the angels bring up the 
prayers and intentions of each individual person 
present. Also believed to be present at the Mass, 
similar to the angels, is the Virgin Mary. To 
emphasize this presence, and remind the 
worshippers of her role, physical images of her are 
also necessary. Yet, since Mary is human and 
therefore has a tangible body, the images of her are 
more materially definite than any depictions of the 
angels.  
     As the Queen of Heaven and the Angels, 
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Theotokos,36 Holy Virgin, and along with the many 
other names and roles that she is associated with, she 
is the closest of all creatures to God since He took 
physical manifestation and dwelt within her. The 
Father chose her, the Spirit came to her, and Christ 
dwelt within her. She raised the Son of God, 
experiencing all of His joys and sorrows in tandem. 
She, therefore, is placed before all creatures, even the 
angels she commands. Within the celestial hierarchy 
of the Church which “enables beings to be as like 
God as possible and to be at one with him,”37 the 
Virgin Mary is the most prominent creature. In 
church imagery, she is also placed near the top of 
hierarchy, and within the architecture and art of the 
church building she is often displayed in prominent 
positions.  
     Within the apse of Hagia Sophia, Mary sits upon 
a throne holding the Christ child against the 
common, flat gold background. Below the Virgin, 
five windows let in light from the outside, some of 
which is reflected up and highlights the faces of 
both Mary and the Christ-child. She gently holds her 
Son, subtly guiding the viewer’s eyes towards him 
with the gestures of her hands. Mary’s exalted place, 
in both heaven and earth, can be explained by her 
close relationship to the Trinity: as Spouse of the 
Holy Spirit, Handmaiden of the Father, and Mother 
of the Son. She willingly took upon herself God’s 
will and spent her life raising her Son and loving 
God, and therefore all veneration, including artistic, 
is due to her. Justinian honored the Virgin 
personally within another mosaic in this majestic 
church. The image depicts Justinian offering to her 
the very building of Hagia Sophia, bestowing upon 
Mary high devotion and acknowledgement of her as 
the highest of all creatures. Not only does he give 
Mary great honor, Justinian allows himself to be 
placed within the same image as the Roman emperor 

36   Theotokos means Mother of God, declared by the 

Council of Ephesus in 431.  
37   Luibheid, Pseudo-Dionysius, 154. 

Constantine the Great. Constantine, who transferred 
the capital of the empire from Rome to 
Constantinople in the fourth century, is depicted as 
offering his capital city to the Virgin Mary. Here 
Justinian associates himself with Hagia Sophia and 
all it represents as well as with the great Emperor 
Constantine, therefore equating his own reign to the 
earlier emperor’s glory.  
     As with the angels and Mary, the heavenly 
saints38 are ever-present at each Mass all over the 
world and play an extremely important role in the 
lives of the earthbound faithful. The lives of the 
saints are prime examples of holy ways of life, the 
power of love, God’s wisdom, and ultimately of 
sacrifice. Their stories are not merely encouraging 
fiction, nor are they distant historical characters; 
they are relatives, adopted brothers and sisters in 
Christ, who sit close to God offering advice and 
prayers for those on earth and in Purgatory. The 
decoration of the church interior often includes 
references to saints, their lives, and their deaths. This 
is important, since these stories exhibited through 
images remind the faithful of their heavenly goal 
and gives example after example of how ordinary 
humans obtained this glory. Therefore, saints are 
often shown alone or within their particular 
narrative, offering veneration towards Mary, or 
worshipping Christ. Saints are considered on the 
next rung of the celestial hierarchy; a sacred order 
and activity close to the divine.39 The early Christian 
theologians saw everything in relation to God as 
having an order, each unique being having their 
place and purpose around God. Hence, it is 
necessary that Mary, the angels, and saints are all 
shown in correct hierarchical placement in relation 
towards God within the decoration of the church.   
     The earthly congregation40 is not excluded from 
this hierarchy, or of its representation in the church 

38   Known as the Church Triumphant.  
39  Luibheid, Pseudo-Dionysius, 146. 
40  Also known as the Church Militant. 
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building. Within the structure, the faithful find 
themselves dwelling far below most images of Christ, 
Mary, and the angels. They are also either below or 
on an eye level with the imagery of the saints. Yet, 
they find themselves standing below most 
everything, dwarfed by the representation of 
heavenly splendor. They come to know and interact 
with the divine through the visual imagery 
surrounding them; the structure and visuals of the 
church are not only meant to impart the divine on 
the viewer, but allow the faithful to then in turn 
interact back with the spiritual.  
     As the divine intelligences move in three ways 
towards creation, it is theorized by Pseudo-Dionysius 
that the soul also moves along a similar patterns 
towards the divine. It is in these ways of movement, 
led by the images and their particular hierarchical 
ordering, that we come to know the Good and the 
Beautiful, or God. First, the soul moves in a straight 
line, and instead of circling around itself, it proceeds 
to those around it, uplifted by the eternal things to 
simple and united contemplations.41 The soul is not 
isolated, alone during the liturgy. It is necessary that 
there is interaction, physical or spiritual between 
each earthly member of the Body of Christ. The soul 
moves away from itself, linearly, towards each 
person around it or back towards God, either 
straight towards the Eucharist at the altar or 
upwards towards the center of the building. 
Representations of this are direct: reception of 
Christ in the Eucharist, personal interactions at the 
sign of peace, and visually, whenever the worshipper 
contemplates an image. They focus on that one 
thing and contemplate it directly; the horizontal 
movement of the soul is usually a one on one 
interaction with its surroundings, either living or 
inanimate.  
     Moving in circle, the soul turns within itself, 
away from the outside, towards an inner 

41   Luibheid, Pseudo-Dionysius, 78. 

concentration of intellectual powers. Similar to a 
circle, this occurs in revolutions, moving from 
oneself, to all others around, and finally back to 
God.42 This circular pattern differs from the 
horizontal in that it is not directly between the 
worshipper and one other. The circular motion of 
the soul moves in on itself, then outwards, towards 
the rest of the members. From there, the 
concentration is turned towards God, and then back 
interiorly in the person. The worshipper moving in a 
circular pattern might be glancing from image to 
image, dwelling on the meaning, how that relates to 
God, and then internalizing all that has been 
revealed by the church structure.  
     Walking into a Byzantine structure, the 
individual immediately begins their spiral 
interaction with the divine. The nature of the 
building invites them to look, to turn round as their 
eyes move higher and then lower around the great 
architecture. This spiral movement is marked most 
by “how the individual receives enlightenment or 
divine knowledge.”43 The very nature of the building 
endows, or at least attempts to give, the faithful the 
ability to achieve enlightenment from God, to, as 
individuals and a group, move towards God. Its 
main purpose is to lead the Christian into a closer 
relationship, understanding, and union with the 
divine.  
     Between the use of light and dark to emphasize 
All-Goodness, Triadic Manifestation, the movements 
of the One and the Many within the buildings, and 
the Great Chain of Being’s influence on hierarchical 
ordering of images found in the Byzantine churches, 
Neo-Platonic thought abounds. Influenced by such 
pagan Neo-Platonists such as Plotinus, early 
Christian theologians began to take particular 
concepts, which they then augmented and adapted 
in order that they may be used and understood in 

42   Ibid. 
43   Ibid. 
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the Christian world. These ideas, once properly 
incorporated, allowed not only the theologians to 
come to a better understanding of God, but also for 
every Christian to know Him better. The revised 
ideas were integrated into daily structures so that 
every Christian could look upon them and on some 
level begin to delve into deeper truths.44  
     Christian philosophers and theologians such as 
Pseudo-Dionysius and Maximus were greatly 
influenced by Neo-Platonic thought, and their work 
within Christianity in turn shaped the didactic use 
of Byzantine architecture to teach the Neo-
Platonized Christian doctrine to the masses. Yet 
theologians were not the only Neo-Platonic 
influences on the architecture; many of the 
architects during the early centuries were classically 
trained, most of them following and studying the 
mathematic and engineering advancements made 
possible by the Neo-Platonic schools. These schools 
were not restricted to philosophy, but expanded to 
include and study all forms of knowledge passed 
down from the classical thinkers. Most of all these 
schools fostered great theoretical ideas and 
encouraged their students to not only accept, but to 
question and improve upon previous thoughts 
which allowed for many advancements in such areas 
as mathematics. 
     Justinian closed the Neo-Platonic Academy in 

44  These truths would have been perceptible to Christians 

of the time and area. Since Constantinople drew not only from 

being a “New Rome”, but also on its Greek roots, they very 

much prided themselves on the education of the populace. 

Religious, secular, and philosophical education for children, 

male and female, as well as higher education for men was 

common. “A basic distinction of Byzantine education was that 

education, as such, never became the prerogative of the clergy 

as it did in the western Middle Ages. The old classical 

tradition of secular education was regarded by the Byzantine 

people as one of the most precious institutions in their 

inheritance.” Glanville Downey, Constantinople in the Age of 

Justinian (Norman, Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press, 

1963), 29-31. 

Athens in 529, yet he enlisted the aid of Isidoros 
along with Anthemius of Tralles around 532 to 
create Hagia Sophia, a work of architecture intended 
to show off not only the splendor of the Christian 
faith but also to emphasize the magnificence of his 
own rule. Isidoros’ training and work with the 
Academy in Athens could not have been a secret. 
Yet, without this Neo-Platonic instruction Isidoros 
might never have become the renowned engineer 
who possessed the imagination and ingenuity that 
Justinian required. For instance, without Isidoros’ 
particular Neo-Platonic instruction as a mechanikos, 
engineering marvels such as the vaulted arches of 
Hagia Sophia would not have been possible.45  
     Additionally, the mechanikos such as Isidoros 
were theorists working to bring their abstract ideas 
to fruition in reality, to take spiritual and 
intellectual realities and find physical means of 
realizing them in a material world. It is only natural 
then that two such men, Isidoros and Anthemius, 
were chosen to work on various architectural 
endeavors, the greatest of which had a Christian 
purpose. The Church, along with the emperor, 
needed men who could take the spiritual concepts of 
the faith and naturally reproduce these ideas in a 
building. They required a didactic structure, and the 
mechanikos exemplified the type of person who 
could create such a learning tool.  
     Byzantine church structures, particularly those 
under Justinian, illustrate the fruit of Neo-Platonic 
mathematics--advancements from which all 
architecture thereafter drew inspiration. The 
buildings also display Neo-Platonic influenced 
Christian theology and philosophy. These concepts, 
improved over the early centuries, were well 
integrated and adapted into Christian thought by 
the early sixth century. Though not always blatant, 
subtle Neo-Platonism was common in various areas 
such as architecture, geometry, physics, and theory.  

45   Knorr, Textual Studies. 
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     It is ironic, however, that Emperor Justinian’s 
greatest architectural achievements only came into 
being by drawing upon the innovations and great 
thinkers of Neo-Platonism after he decided to cut off 
public funding for any non-Christian/pagan 
learning, which included the Neo-Platonic School in 
Athens. Yet, it is possible that the Neo-Platonic ideas 
were considered acceptable when the concepts were 
used to create the impressive buildings or inspire the 
early Christian theologians. By being integrated into 
and aiding the faith, Neo-Platonism never became 
extinct as Justinian desired, but survived and lived 
on in Christian history. 
 
__________________________________________ 
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