
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 which we celebrate a truly great and wonder-working Saint 
who defended an important aspect of Orthodox belief:  he “upheld the Orthodox doctrine that 
humans can know God not only through the intellect but also through experience of His uncreated 
energies.”  That is, he defended that fact that not only can you understand that there is a God, but you 
can actually experience God, even while you’re alive here on earth.  
 
St. Gregory Palamas, was born in Constantinople, in the year 1296. His father had been a prominent 
dignitary, but he died while Gregory was young. The emperor took an interest in Gregory, who was 
really a remarkable child, and helped raise him and educate him. The boy was very smart and worked 
hard, so he mastered all the subjects he studied. As he grew up, the emperor hoped that Gregory would 
take a position working within his government. 

Instead, when he was just twenty years old, Gregory went to Mount Athos to become a monk. He 
wanted to spend all of his energy praying and learning about God. Gregory’s whole family was very 
faithful, and his mother and his sisters also became monastics.  

Sometimes Gregory had visions -- for example, the holy Evangelist John the Theologian appeared to 
him and promised him his spiritual protection.  

On Mt. Athos, Gregory learned about “prayer of the heart”, which is done when one is alone and very 
quiet and is called “Hesychasm” (from the Greek “hesychia” meaning calm, silence). Gregory mastered 
this kind of prayer, and became a “hesychast” (a person who prays the prayer of the heart). 

In the year 1326, because of the threat of Turkish invasions, Gregory went to Thessalonica, where he 
was ordained a priest. He still lived the life of a hermit, but also did the work of a priest. Monday 
through Friday, he was completely alone, in silence and prayer. On weekends, he came out into public, 
to celebrate holy services and to preach sermons. His teaching often brought people to tears.  

One day, a very well-educated monk named Barlaam, who had written long and wonderful writings on 
logic and astronomy, came to Mt. Athos and heard about hesychasm, or the prayer of the heart. He 



declared that it was impossible to know the essence of God, and declared mental prayer a heretical 
error. Barlaam ridiculed the teachings of the monks about the methods of prayer and about the 
uncreated light seen by the hesychasts. 

St. Gregory, of course, was both very well-educated in the world and also very well-versed in hesychasm, 
so he was the perfect person to debate this. He tried to speak with Barlaam at �rst, but soon he saw that 
this would not be enough, so he began writing many texts explaining the validity of the prayer of the 
heart. 

The argument between them was about whether we can know God. We can know about God, but can 
we ever experience God? 
 
We begin with the idea that we cannot comprehend the essence of God; He is in�nite, and our brains 
just can’t completely understand Him. Think, for example, of all of known space -- it is too large for us 
to grasp. We can get satellite images of space, we can study space, but it’s hard for us to really 
understand just how enormous it is, because our brains and our world are so much smaller. And yet, 
even if we could map all of space and travel every inch of it, this is still only God’s creation and is so 
much smaller than God Himself. We cannot truly comprehend God. We can learn about Him, but we 
cannot fully grasp Him. 
 
And yet there have been times when human beings have experienced God. Consider the 
Trans�guration: Jesus took the Apostles Peter, James, and John with Him up upon a mountain, and 
while they were on the mountain, Jesus was trans�gured. His face shone like the sun, and His garments 
became glistening white. He showed them the glory of God, the “uncreated light” of God, as it shined 
through Him. 

A bright cloud overshadowed them up on that mountain, and a voice came from the cloud saying, 
"This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased; listen to Him." This cloud (which we have seen 
before in the life of Moses and when Solomon was building the Temple) is the Holy Spirit, and this 
voice can only be the Father.  

When the disciples heard God speak, they fell on their faces �lled with awe. They had an amazing 
experience of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Even though God is so much bigger than us, so 
incomprehensible to us, He showed Himself to the disciples, and they were overwhelmed and amazed 
and �lled with awe. 



Jesus came to them and told them to not be afraid. When the three looked up they saw only Jesus. The 
experience of seeing God -- not just Jesus, but truly experiencing the Holy Trinity -- was overwhelming, 
so Jesus comforted them, and helped them recover from it. 

When Barlaam and St. Gregory Palamas faced o� in a debate at the Constantinople Council of 1341, 
they stood inside the amazing Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, and argued about the Trans�guration. 
St. Gregory argued God chose to truly reveal Himself to people, to use His divine energies to show 
them His glory and His presence. Contrarily, Barlaam argued that this was not really an experience of 
God; it was some kind of helpful gift from God, but the disciples did not and could not truly 
experience God Himself. 

The Council agreed with St. Gregory Palamas: God, who is unapproachable in His Essence, reveals 
Himself through His energies, which are directed towards the world and can be perceived like the light 
the disciples saw on Mt. Tabor. The teachings of Barlaam were condemned as heresy, and he �ed to 
Calabria. 

Some who agreed with Barlaam continued to argue against St. Gregory, and at one point he was 
actually locked up in prison for four years but the next patriarch freed him, and named him 
Archbishop of Thessalonica.  

Ultimately, the precious tradition of the prayer of the heart, and the true understanding that God 
reveals Himself in His energies to humans, including the apostles at the Trans�guration and the 
hesychasts, survived Barlaam’s incorrect teachings, and the Church remained true to its original 
teachings, thanks to the voice of St. Gregory Palamas, who would not give up but insisted on defending 
the truth. 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 itself was under attack but was ultimately 
victorious! 

In his �nal years, St. Gregory performed many miracles, healing the sick. The night before he died, St. 
John Chrysostom appeared to him in a vision. And when he died, his last words were, “To the heights! 
To the heights!”  

 

QUESTIONS 

What is the prayer of the heart? 



This is hesychasm, or very quiet and still prayer. 

During the years when he was a priest, how did St. Gregory �nd time along for solitary prayer time? 

He spent five days a week completely alone, in silence and prayer, and came to his people on the weekends 
only, to celebrate holy services and to preach sermons.  

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

The Church ultimately agreed with St. Gregory Palamas’ position that people can experience God’s 
energies, like Moses did and like the apostles did at the Transfiguration. 

 

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

 
 


