SAINT GREGORY PALAMAS
Saint Gregory Palamas, Archbishop of Thessalonica, was born in the year 1296 in Constantinople.
Endowed with fine abilities and great diligence, Gregory mastered all the subjects which then
comprised the full course of medieval higher education. The emperor hoped that the youth would
devote himself to government work. But Gregory, barely twenty years old, withdrew to Mount
Athos. There he was tonsured and began on the path of asceticism. A year later, the holy Evangelist
John the Theologian appeared to him in a vision and promised him his spiritual protection.
Gregory’s mother and sisters also became monastics.
In the 1330s events took place in the life of the Eastern Church which put Saint Gregory among
the most significant universal apologists of Orthodoxy, and brought him great renown as a teacher
of hesychasm.
About the year 1330 the learned monk Barlaam had arrived in Constantinople from Calabria, in
Italy. He was the author of treatises on logic and astronomy, a skilled and sharp-witted orator, and
he received a university chair in the capital city and began to expound on the works of Saint
Dionysius the Areopagite (October 3), whose “apophatic” (“negative”, in contrast to “kataphatic”
or “positive”) theology was acclaimed in equal measure in both the Eastern and the Western
Churches. Soon Barlaam journeyed to Mt Athos, where he became acquainted with the spiritual
life of the hesychasts. Saying that it was impossible to know the essence of God, he declared mental
prayer a heretical error. Journeying from Mount Athos to Thessalonica, and from there to
Constantinople, and later again to Thessalonica, Barlaam entered into disputes with the monks and
attempted to demonstrate the created, material nature of the light of Tabor (i.e. at the
Transfiguration). He ridiculed the teachings of the monks about the methods of prayer and about
the uncreated light seen by the hesychasts.
Saint Gregory, at the request of the Athonite monks, replied with verbal admonitions at first. But
seeing the futility of such efforts, he put his theological arguments in writing. At the
Constantinople Council of 1341 in the church of Hagia Sophia Saint Gregory Palamas debated
with Barlaam, focusing upon the nature of the light of Mount Tabor. On May 27, 1341 the Council
accepted the position of Saint Gregory Palamas, that God, unapproachable in His Essence, reveals
Himself through His energies, which are directed towards the world and are able to be perceived,
like the light of Tabor, but which are neither material nor created. The teachings of Barlaam were
condemned as heresy, and he himself was anathemized and fled to Calabria.
Saint Gregory performed many miracles in the three years before his death, healing those afflicted
with illness. On the eve of his repose, Saint John Chrysostom appeared to him in a vision. With
the words “To the heights! To the heights!” Saint Gregory Palamas fell asleep in the Lord on
November 14, 1359. In 1368 he was canonized at a Constantinople Council under Patriarch
Philotheus (1354-1355, 1364-1376), who compiled the Life and Services to the saint and
established that his feast be celebrated on this – the 2nd Sunday of Great Lent.
Since works without right faith avail nothing, we set Orthodoxy of faith as the foundation of all
that we accomplish during the Great Lenten Fast, by celebrating the Triumph of Orthodoxy the
Sunday before, and the great defender of the teachings of the holy Fathers today.

