
Tending the Garden of our Hearts:   
Family Meditations for Great Lent 
 

SUNDAY OF ST. GREGORY PALAMAS 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the Sunday of St. Gregory Palamas. On this Sunday, we celebrate a very special saint who saved an 
important part of our Faith. He helped the Church to keep on believing that we humans  are able to 
understand  that there is a God but we also can  experience  God while we are still on earth. 
 
St. Gregory Palamas was born in 1296, in the city of Constantinople. His father was important in the 
city, but died when St. Gregory was still young. The emperor thought that St. Gregory was an amazing 
child, so he helped to raise and educate him! And St. Gregory  was  amazing: he was smart, and he 
worked hard, so he could easily learn anything he studied. The emperor was happy and hoped St. 
Gregory would be one of his important government workers when he grew up. 

But when St. Gregory was just 20 years old, he left Constantinople! He went to Mount Athos to 
become a monk. He wanted to spend all of his energy praying and learning more about God. 
Sometimes St. Gregory had visions, when he would see something that seemed like a dream, but was 
real. In one vision, the holy Evangelist John the Theologian appeared to him and promised to watch 
over Gregory. 

While he was on Mt. Athos, St. Gregory learned about “the prayer of the heart”, a kind of prayer that is 
done when one is alone and still before God. St. Gregory mastered this kind of prayer, and became a 
“hesychast” (a person who prays the prayer of the heart). 

When he was 30 years old, St. Gregory went to Thessalonica, where he was ordained a priest. He still 
lived alone, but he did the work of a priest. Monday through Friday, he was completely alone, being 
quiet and praying. On weekends, he would come out to celebrate holy services and to preach. People 
sometimes cried because of how much they liked his teaching. 

One day, a monk named Barlaam, who had done a lot of studying, came to Mt. Athos and heard about 
the prayer of the heart. He said it was not possible to know God like that. He said that the monks who 
prayed like that were wrong. 



Remember how smart St. Gregory was, and how much he studied before he became a monk? Because 
of that, and because he was a hesychast, himself, he was the perfect monk to talk with Barlaam about 
this. He tried to speak with Barlaam. St. Gregory soon realized that just talking to Barlaam would not 
be enough. So he started writing about how right and important it is for us to pray the prayer of the 
heart.  

The argument between these two men was about whether we can know God. We can know  about  God, 
but can we ever experience God? God is too big and too amazing for us to understand. We can learn 
about Him, but we will never completely understand Him. 

But sometimes humans   have  experienced  God. For example, remember that time when Jesus took the 
Apostles Peter, James, and John with Him up on a mountain, and while they were on the mountain, 
Jesus was trans�gured? When that happened, His face shone like the sun, and His clothes were shining 
white. He showed them the glory of God, the “uncreated light” of God, that day. But He also showed 
them the rest of the Holy Trinity: a bright cloud (the Holy Spirit) was there with them, and God the 
Father’s voice spoke. When all of this happened, the disciples were experiencing God the Trinity. He 
showed Himself to the disciples, and they were amazed and �lled with awe. 

But back to our story about Barlaam and St. Gregory. In 1341, the two of them stood inside the huge 
church called Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and had their discussion while a Council of Church 
leaders listened. The two argued about the Trans�guration. St. Gregory said that it showed that God 
chose to truly reveal Himself to people. Barlaam said it was not a real experience of God - just like a 
helpful gift to the disciples, but they couldn’t really experience God Himself. 

In the end, the Council agreed with St. Gregory. God, who we cannot fully understand, lets us humans 
experience Him in ways like the light the disciples saw on Mt. Tabor. Since Barlaam’s teachings were 
declared to be wrong, he ran away to Italy. 

Because of St. Gregory, the precious tradition of the prayer of the heart, and knowing that God reveals 
Himself to humans, survived Barlaam’s incorrect teachings. Many people say the that Sunday of St. 
Gregory Palamas is like the Sunday of Orthodoxy Part Two, because it was the next time that 
Orthodoxy was being attacked, but stayed true! 

In his last years on earth, St. Gregory performed many miracles by healing the sick. The night before he 
died, St. John Chrysostom appeared to St. Gregory in a vision. His last words before he died were, “To 
the heights! To the heights!”  



 

QUESTIONS 

What is the prayer of the heart? 

This is a kind of prayer that is done when one is alone and still before God. 

During the years when he was a priest, was St. Gregory with his parishioners all the time? 

No. He lived alone most of the week. Monday through Friday, he spent alone, in silence and prayer. He 
came to his parishioners on the weekends only, to celebrate holy services and to preach sermons.  

St. Gregory debated with Barlaam about whether or not people could actually experience God. Who 
did the Church agree with? 

The Church agreed with St. Gregory. People can experience God, in the way that the apostles did at the 
Transfiguration. 

 

For Discussion:  Talk about times when you have experienced God. 

 
 


