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Fr. Elias, brother clergy, members of St. Elias, and all the brothers and 

sisters attending these wonderful Pan-orthodox services;   Christ is in our midst!

Today the Church holds before us one of her great Saints, Gregory Palamas.  

St. Gregory lived a life of asceticism and holiness as a monk on Mt. Athos which 

was the foundation for his writings of many works and homilies.  Countless books 

and articles have been written about his life and the teachings of the Holy Fathers 

which he helped to clarify during a tumultuous time in the Church.  Our own Fr. 

Gregory Murphy is no doubt well versed in his life and teachings as St. Gregory 

Palamas is his patron Saint.  

Tonight I would like to briefly focus on one particular aspect of St. 

Gregory’s life and teaching – for the manner in which he lived is a genuine 

reflection of his teachings.  However, before we focus on St. Gregory particularly, 

I would like to take a step back – to look at the big picture- and remind ourselves 

of the purpose of our Orthodox way of life and practice.   By considering this 

broader perspective first, it gives us the context to see where and how the pieces 



that St. Gregory offers to us fit together and for what purpose – much like a jig saw 

puzzle.

St. Gregory and all the Holy fathers universally teach that mankind was 

created in a special way – in God’s image and likeness with the ability to have 

direct communication and connection to God; to have the capability to be filled 

with His Holy Spirit; and to reflect that Grace as a mediator and steward between 

our Creator and His creation.  This is both our birth right and our high calling.  Our 

sole purpose in life is to progress more fully from the image in which we were 

created to the potential of our likeness to God.  In mankind’s fall, and our falls 

personally, we lost our direction toward that likeness and our image was darkened.  

Christ was incarnate, taught, suffered, was crucified, died and rose from the dead, 

and ascended to heaven, to fully show us the Way which we had lost.  Our task and 

responsibility in response is to purify that image if we truly want to have a 

relationship with God and find fulfillment that is not tainted with the poison of sin, 

sorrow, decay, and death.  Since the darkening of our image happens through sin, 

this means that when sin is removed (through genuine repentance), when our life is 

harmonized with Christ’s commandments, when we seek the “kingdom of Heaven 

within” and attain inner prayer, then we will granted the vision of God, and in fact 

fulfill our original calling at creation to be in the image and likeness of God.



Another way in which this is described and in which you may be familiar, is 

that just like we have an organ to sense smell – the nose, and sound – the ear, and 

sight – the eyes; there is an spiritual organ for perceiving God which the Holy 

Fathers named the ‘nous’ or eye of the soul or deep heart.  Simply put as 

Archimandrite Zacharias, a disciple of St. Silouan states in Remember Thy First 

Love “Our entire struggle in this life is aimed at discovering our ‘Deep Heart’ 

because that is the place where God manifests Himself”.  However because of 

our willful disobedience, self-love, and passions our nous became darkened much 

like if we were to smear mud on our glasses or sunglasses.  And the more 

completely we turn from God, the muddier our nous becomes and the harder it is to 

see and communicate with God.

Our Orthodox way of life is the valuable, life-saving therapy and prescription that 

will heal us from our passions and bring about this deep healing when it is “taken 

as directed” as the doctor would say.  And just like any wise physician would tell 

us, we are warned not to self-medicate.

There are far too many individual passions and ailments of the soul to even attempt 

to address some of them in the short period of time we have, but they can be 

summed up in three words: the world, the flesh, and the devil.  Our Orthodox 

activities, especially during Lent, are specifically designed to combat these directly 

with the three well know tools of: prayer, fasting, and almsgiving.



In this context we can now look at St. Gregory’s contribution.  Above all he 

was a man of holiness who through the manner in which he lived was granted a 

lasting vision and communion with God which he knew to be the ‘pearl of great 

price ‘ and he held it dear above all else.  St. Gregory is probably most famous for 

his defense of the Orthodox faith and spiritual practice particularly of hesychasm  

as the means to prepare to receive and maintain the vision of God.  The hesychasts 

interpreted Christ's injunction in the Gospel of Matthew to "go into your closet to 

pray" to mean that they should ignore sensory input and withdraw inwardly to pray 

in quiet. Customarily, it often includes many repetitions of the Jesus Prayer, "Lord

Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me[, a sinner]."  St. Gregory was 

defending this type of prayer and method against a rationalistic philosophy which 

was gaining in popularity (even among some clergy and high civil authorities) and 

championed by a man named Barlaam.  Essentially Barlaam believed that the 

highest faculty of man was his logical mind and intellect and that only through 

the intellect would we be able to have some glimpse or idea of God.  Naturally, 

this means that philosophers, well- educated and learned people were the only ones 

capable of having this glimpse. Barlaam and his followers considered philosophers 

even higher, more important, and closer to God than the Prophets (who had a 

vision of God) and the unlearned Apostles (who actually beheld and knew the 

incarnate God and were witness to His Life and countless miracles).  St. Gregory 



countered that it was not through the intellect and our mind that God is recognized 

but through our deep heart – directly and personally- in transcending experiences, 

where God reveals Himself to us.  Through that communication and communion 

we gain knowledge and understanding of Him directly – as revelation.  Thus the 

lives and witness of the Prophets, Apostles, and Saints who had experienced God 

were of much more value than mere philosophers who simply had conjectures 

about God.  As a simple but obvious analogy, studying all the available 

information and looking at pictures about the Caribbean Islands during the middle 

of a cold and difficult Syracuse winter is hardly the same as vacationing there.  

St. Gregory taught that we need to prepare ourselves for these experiences of 

God by purifying our hearts (prayer, fasting, and almsgiving) and quietly being 

attentive to God’s spirit (hesychia).  St. Gregory did not simply teach this as a 

philosophy but was a living example and witness of this practice and its results.  

From his biography by a fellow co-struggler and Athonite monk St. Philotheos, 

from St. Gregory’s earliest years he was exposed and lived a life of inner stillness.  

His father was a man of prayer, a trusted advisor at the imperial court, and was 

often called “the saint” by those in court because of his ability to calm the emperor 

and help him reach more sensible conclusions.  St. Gregory’s father died at an 

early age but St. Gregory remained and was taught in the imperial household with 

their hope that he too would be an advisor like his father.  However, after his 



education he followed his first love and left for Mt. Athos where he submitted 

himself wholly to well know spiritual fathers there and practiced strict asceticism 

to purify his senses and learn to pray.  For many years he only ate one small meal a 

day and only slept for a brief period of time after the meal.  The remainder of his 

time he spent in interior prayer, communal prayer, work and study. (One small 

meal a day and a half an hour of sleep!! - Now you can understand why it is often 

said of saints that “they are worthy of admiration but not necessarily worthy of 

imitation” as a complete pattern of life for us.)    St. Gregory regularly received 

visions which were shared and confirmed by his brothers.  It was on this deep 

foundation and humility that he was elect by the monks of Mt. Athos to address the 

false teachings of Barlaam and represent the living witness and tradition of the 

Orthodox faith.  Yet, even when he was required to leave the quiet of his beloved 

Mt. Athos and travel to the city to defend the Orthodox tradition in several council 

sessions (collectively now considered to be the 5th Ecumenical council), when he 

was eventually elected (against his will) to be Archbishop of Thessaloniki, when 

he was deposed and exiled by a ruler who agreed with Barlaam, and when he was 

finally returned to Thessaloniki in triumphant entry, he did all of this 

hesychiastically – struggling to never abandon his inner calm, peace, and 

communion with God.  



This is the final point and encouragement that I would like to emphasize 

tonight.  St. Gregory lived and taught, that through our ascetical practices, which 

purifies our heart, and attentiveness to our inner life, we could be granted an inner 

calm and peace which would prepare us for the opportunity to hear that still small 

voice of God (as the patron saint of this church – St. Elias experienced and 

expressed so well). You see, God respects our free will enough that He will not 

force Himself on us.  It then becomes our free choice whether we will seek and 

find Him. So, I would like to encourage everyone during this Lenten period to 

consciously shut off some of the noise that constantly bombards us and perpetually 

vies for our attention.  Consider for a moment how in this age of electronic 

communication and stimulation we have been left with almost no quiet, reflective 

time in our lives.  So many people awake to the TV or radio, keep it on while they 

eat breakfast and prepare for work or are working, listen to the radio or tapes on 

their way to work, come home to eat while watching TV and continue watching 

into the evening until they fall asleep by it.  And if that were not enough electronic 

attention grabbing, we have these pocket cell phones which make us available to 

almost anyone day or night with either a call or text message; that can pump out 

music, stories, movies, TV shows, and games for hours at a time. Couple this with 

computers, video games, the internet and it is no wonder that people are lost and 

confused.  We are like a ball in a pin ball game bouncing from one artificial 



stimulation to another.   So, I would encourage everyone to turn something off at 

least for a while, to quiet yourself, and seek the Kingdom of Heaven within.  Say 

the Jesus prayer, the Lord’ prayer, your favorite Psalms or simply give thanks and 

glory to God.  Attend the services offered at your church which are more frequent 

during this time of year.  And talk to your pastor or spiritual father to get 

suggestions for the best way to approach this rather than self-medicating.  Though 

none of us will probably reach the heights of St. Gregory, he is a light that shows 

us the possibilities and the way to reach towards those heights.     

Let us be thankful to St. Gregory for his clear and lofty defense of our Orthodox 

way of life and let us embrace what he has taught so that when Pascha arrives we 

may genuinely be witness to Christ’s glorious Resurrection.

Amen.

Father Peter Bunitsky


