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Palamas Sunday

March 28, 2021
By Fr. Terenti Wasielewski
   The second Sunday of Lent is reserved for the commemoration of St. Gregory Palamas. This Sunday is a direct contrast of what we celebrated last week. Last week we honored the restoration of icons that were forbidden from the churches for almost 200 years. The icon was the visual tool that taught us how to become like Christ. It didn’t require us to know God through reading Scripture, the fathers or any other tradition. It was through the sense of seeing that taught us. So, today we are presented with an alternative method to use, a method that uses our mind and heart, rather than a sense of seeing to achieve salvation
   St Gregory was a monk on Mount Athos who was part of what was known as the Hesychast movement. The word Hesychasm comes from the Greek meaning stillness, rest or silence. It specifically refers to monks who sought to acquire God by reciting a simple sentence called the Jesus Prayer, which is: “Jesus Christ, Son of God have mercy upon me a sinner and save me”. When Archbishop Michael comes he usually is wearing a prayer rope. It is on this rope that monks say this prayer repeatedly through the day in hopes that they will increase their focus on God and hopefully to draw closer to him. We can compare this method to many Eastern religions like Buddhism that uses meditation as a way to achieve nervana. Roman Catholics use a similar method when they pray the rosary. 
      Saint Gregory is known as one of the great defenders of Orthodoxy and is well known for his defense against the heresies of Barlaam of Calabria. Barlaam was a sophisticated monk from the western church who believed that monks were wasting their time in prayer and fasting. He believed that philosophy and human thought were the way to know God and thus would be able to commune with him through knowledge. He believed that monks should be studying the great philosophers as Aristotle and Socrates and not wasting their time saying a simple sentence. Gregory was asked to defend the monastic ways from the inaccuracies of Barlaam. 
   Saint Gregory said that the Holy Fathers and the prophets had a greater knowledge of God, because they had actually seen or heard God Himself. He taught that modern ideas about human thought and reason contained in the works of Aristotle and Socrates had no place in the Church. When asked how it is possible to have knowledge of the unknowable God, Gregory showed the difference between knowing God in his essence or person and knowing God in his energies or being. It became clear that one could not find God in the logic of this world. Gregory taught that it remains impossible to know God in His physical being.
    However, with sufficient prayer and fasting and turning oneself over to God, through purification of one's soul, anyone could come to know Him through the spirit that comes from God. Gregory tells us when we come to know him we will be able to bask in the “uncreated light”…the light that was given to Peter, James and John on Mount Tabor at the time of the Transfiguration and that same light that changed St. Paul from being an enemy of Christ to a true disciple. 
   The gospel lesson today is a clear example of how we come to know God through his energies. The miracle of the paralytic shows immense faith on the part of those four men who went to such an extent to break through the roof in order to let down the bed on which the paralytic lay. It was this act in itself that the paralytic and the four men benefited from the energies of the Lord that St. Gregory proclaimed. 

   In other words, acquiring God is not automatic. The old adage, God helps them who help themselves” applies here. We cannot sit back and expect God to take care of all our needs. It doesn’t work that way—yes, God provides, but we must make every effort to want to have God’s assistance. In other words, the desire that we talked about a month ago in the gospel lesson of Zacchaeus is the basis of what we are talking about today. Certainly we can go through the motions—we can come to church every Sunday, we can even fast and pray, but if we are not sincere in our desire to be with God, then it’s not going to happen—we will all remain stuck and go through the same cycle without being able to break out of it. It will be just like the paralytic we just heard about, except our body may be mobile but our soul will be paralyzed.   
   The second gospel lesson we heard was for St. Gregory and it is the customary gospel that is read on the days it honors its saintly bishops and theologians in the church. This parable of salvation uses the symbolism of the shepherd, hirelings, thief and the other sheep. In this lesson, Christ refers to himself as the door. The door signifies he will bring his flock into an enclosed sheepfold with a central gate. He is the tireless shepherd that always guards the entrance, no one can enter except by way of Him. The hirelings are the uncommitted religious leaders who think primarily after themselves. The Thief is the devil who destroys the Christian life and the other sheep are the gentiles who will be brought into one flock under one shepherd. 

     Gregory was one of the shepherds that brought his sheep into the right fold. He fought the good fight with Barlaam and his followers, and eventually his teachings were adopted at the Council of Blanchernae in the 14th century. He eventually became Archbishop of Thessalonika because of his good works and talents.
     Through the prayers of St. Gregory Palamas have mercy upon us and save us. Amen.
