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Introduction: the Problem 

St. Gregory Palamas (1296-1359) was one of the most notable late 
Byzantine theologians and is often referred to as the "Thomas of the 
East". In 14th century Byzantium the teaching of St. Gregory Pala­
mas created a theological controversy over Trinitarian and soterio­
logical themes. 1 The problem behind the Palamite (and also so­
called neo-Palamite) controversy is the Palamistic solution for 
God's simultaneous transcendence and immanence. The classical 
Palamite solution to this problem is to say that God's ousia (oucria) 
is transcendent and beyond any participation, but God's energy 
( £v£py£ta) is immanent and can be participated in. According to St. 
Gregory, the divine energy is not a created intermediary but one of 
the modes of God's own existence. Therefore, the divine energy is 
God Himself, so that participation in the divine energy is real 
participation in God's own life. Some modern western researchers 
have said that this kind of participation "is purest Neoplatonism, an 
affirmation of two wholly distinct orders of reality in God."2 My 
attention in this study is to analyse the ousia-energeia distinction, 
the cardinal dogma of Palamite theology, in the light of contempo­
rary neo-Palamite analysis. 

* * * 
Neo-Palamites - and especially Vladimir Lossky - have payed 
attention to existentiaalistic mode of thought of St. Gregory Palamas 
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(1296-1359). They consider that Palamas' thought itself already 
subsumes an "existentialistic emphasis". According to neo-Palam­
ites, this emphasis is linked in its point of departure to both the ousia­
energeia distinction and the concept included therein of God's tran­
scendence ( ousia) and participation ( energeia). Thus, God is not 
solely ousia, an essence as such, but also energeia, a personal being, 
capable of expressing Himself dynamically in free personal acts. 3 

For reasons derived both from the history of ideology and from 
ecumenics, the above-mentioned contention concerning the "exis­
tentialistic emphasis" included in the theology of Palamas has risen 
to the forefront of interest in research. This argument has been 
forwarded by Lossky and by the neo-Palamites following him, such 
as Fr. Florovsky, Fr. Meyendorff, and Fr. Staniloae.4 Certain re­
searchers salute this "emphasis", held to be quite rare in the area of 
Orthodox theology, but they are suspicious as to its origin. Both 
Roman Catholic and Protestant research on Palamas directs attention 
to the existentialistic features of neo-Palamite thinking, while con­
currently asking whether this is of genuine Palamite origin. This line 
of research is represented, among others, by Dorothea W endebourg, 
a Lutheran theologian, who deems neo-Palamite theology ecumeni­
cally fruitful as such, due to the "modem" features involved. Never­
theless, she calls into question its Palamite origin. 5 According to 
W endebourg, the ousia-energeia distinction, essential to Palamite 
theology, does not include the concept of a personal God, as Palamas 
understands ousia as a metaphysical principle of being, from which 
energeia is inferable. The above-mentioned Rowan D. Williams, an 
Anglican researcher to a certain degree influenced by Catholic 
theology, also understands Palamite theology as founded on a mate­
rialistic-physical ontology, which in his view excludes the emphasis 
on person characteristic of existentialistic thought. 6 Fr. Bemhard 
Schultze, a Roman Catholic researcher, in turn defines real participa­
tion as being in the realm of the mental, detaching it from the 
physical participation which, in his view, is represented in Palamas. 7 

In light of the starting points mentioned above, both Roman 
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Catholic (Williams, Schultze) and Protestant (Wendebourg) re­
search have reached the conclusion that the 14th century theology of 
St. Gregory Palamas cannot include a "genuine" concept of person. 
Therefore, the only option left open to these researchers for expla­
nation of the existentialistic features included in neo-Palamite theol­
ogy is the notion that the neo-Palamites have acquired this decisive 
impact on their thinking from modem existentialism. For that 
reason, it would appear that this existentialistic emphasis would not 
belong to the genuine Orthodox tradition. Furthermore, the neo­
Palamites would not consequently represent authentic palamite 
theology in the ecumenical dialogue. 

Research paradigms springing from modem existentialism have 
failed to yield a plausible analysis of the delineation of the relation­
ship between the neo-Palamite concepts of person and nature. Simi­
lar difficulties arise in the interpretation of the ousia-energeia dis­
tinction, so essential to Palamite theology, as well as in the ecumen­
ically significant concept of participation. 8 As a result, the explana­
tions proffered alternate between emphasizing either the option of 
"nature" or that of "person". When the principle of interpretation is 
the classical, i.e. Aristotelian, concept of nature, the neo-Palamite 
emphasis on person does not fit coherently. 9 Furthermore, research­
ers utilizing this classical approach have concluded that Palamas 
represents a "static" ontological concept of ousia. In this perception, 
participation is primarily concerned with the linkage of the physico­
materialistic to the energies emanating from the deity. Yet, modem 
existentialist viewpoints on the neo-Palamite concept of person fail 
to seriously consider the discussion of the divine nature, an area 
nonetheless taken for granted by the neo-Palamites themselves. It 
should also be noted that within modern existentialism, in which 
person as an epistemological principle precedes nature, person is 
defined in terms simply of the criticism of the classical concept of 
nature. 

Gregory Palama's existentialistic mode of thought follows the 
Eastern patristic tradition, the solution of apophatic theology, where 
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person and nature are not polarized as there were in the modem 
continental thinking of the early Twentieth century. According to 
the this study, the issue at hand is the trinitarian mode of thought 
based on the apophatic thought of the Cappadocian Fathers. 10 In this 
thought, the concept of the relation of person and nature is not 
established, on the whole, in the polarization of ontological vs. 
existentialistic. 

Palama's concept of God's persons and their inner relation can 
best be understood on the basis of an apophatically conceived trini­
tarian theology and the understanding of the perichoresis of the 
Persons of the Trinity contained in that view. 11 In their interpenetra­
tion, the Persons are mutually equivalent, sharing all the attributes 
which may be relegated to the unknown ousia of the Deity. There­
fore, it can be stated that in the Trinity neither person nor essence 
(nature) solely enjoys the status of an ontological principle. This 
idea rests on the thought included in the concept of person of the 
Cappadocian Fathers, i.e. that person is not an independently sub­
sistent being, but is characterized by reciprocity and sharing. 12 An 
aseitic substance cannot be person. The Persons were begotten in 
the Trinity simultaneously; the hypostaseis are both eternally inde­
pendent and divided indivisibly. 

According to Palamas, it is inconceivable that the unknown 
ousia would precede the Persons of the Trinity as their basis or 
principle, and remain unknown as such. In his application of the 
Palamite argument that God is unknown in His ousia but recognized 
in His energeia, Palamas takes as his self-evident point of departure 
the concept involved in the perichoresis of person that the ousia 
cannot be detached from the unity of persons into a separate nature. 
God, anonymous in the ousia, is the mystery of the entire inner 
Trinity, while as the economic Trinity, God is manifest in His 
energies, in His activities. 

From the experiential apperception, it can be explained that 
Palamas, as he proceeds forward from the salvatory economy, is not 
interested in speculation on the Trinity, but rather expresses the 
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activities of God's salvatory economy "in the gifts of the energies, 
i.e. creation, incarnation and theosis". The purpose of the ousia­
energeia distinction is not to deny the presence of the Triune God in 
the energies, but its primary focal point is the avoidance of the 
Pantheistic concept that theosis would make man in unio into god 
by nature. When Palamism addresses the essence of God and the 
energies separately, this is the means for stating simultaneously, and 
thus avoiding the Pantheistic idea of fusion, that the Triune God is 
in entity (in His ousia) inaccessible from man's realm ofknowledge 
and that God in entity (in His energeia or the energies) has made 
Himself experientially reachable. 

Furthermore, as stated by neo-Palamites exegesis of Palamas, 
the experiential justification of the Trinity is also the point of depar­
ture for the fact that St. Gregory Palamas' theology distinguishes 
between two meanings of ousia, i.e. in which the relation of essence, 
ousia, to energeia (singular), or to the energies (plural), is discussed 
in two separate modes. First, the distinction between ousia and 
energeia is a distinction existent in God in entity (the so-called 
immanent Trinity), whereby essence, ousia, denotes all of God, the 
true essence of the Trinity, inaccessible and transcendental. Thus, 
the true essence of the Trinity, the unity of the ousia, is based on the 
unity of the energeia, and the singular use of the energeia functions 
as the basis of the consubstantiality of the Trinity. The origin of the 
energeia, as that of the ousia, is the hypostasis of the Father, in 
whose activity both the Son and the Holy Spirit identify themselves. 
In this sense of ousia, there is no particular need to emphasize 
persons, as the unknowable ousia means God in entity, the Trinity, 
not God's nature "an sich" as presented by the interpretations of 
Palamas arising from the background of Western theology. Second­
ly, the distinction between ousia and energeia explains the relation 
of God to the world, where the energies appear as the temporal acts 
of God's essence, i.e. ousia. In this sense the Trinity is unknown in 
its essence, but manifest in the temporal acts, or energies, of the 
trinitarian hypostaseis. Consequently, ousia refers to the inner struc-
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ture of the Trinity ("God in Himself', the so-called immanent Trin­
ity), whereas energeia refers to the outer structure ("God for us", the 
so-called economic Trinity). In this sense of ousia, the Trinity 
creates the world and is accessible, or as Lossky put it, will "come to 
abide in man" in the economic action of the Trinity, in the ener­
gies.13 This act by the trinitarian hypostaseis follows the order of 
trinitarian salvation history, i.e. from the Father through the Son in 
the Spirit. 

The essential prerequisite to the above two meanings of ousia is 
the concept of triadic unity, where the persons on the one hand 
sustain nature, and on the other hand energeia or the energies. From 
the viewpoint of the concept of triadic unity, the distinction between 
ousia and energeia in God (i.e. the Trinity) does not sever the divine 
unity, as erroneously presumed in the critique of the Palamite image 
of God. The trinitarian model of the triadic unity, the tri-personality, 
as expressed in Greek patristics, is based specifically on the 
Greek pre-understanding of unocr'tacrtc;, where the hypostasis is 
not to be translated with the Latin word persona. The Greek word 
unocr'tacrtc; signifies a similarity of essence, not a unity of essence. 
This is seen especially in the fact that in the Palamite concept of 
person the Aristotelian distinction of substantia prima (i.e. hyposta­
sis) vs. substantia secunda (i.e. ousia) is applied to the trinitarian 
ousia-energeia distinction in a manner which is an inversion of the 
Aristotelian view. When theologies based on Aristotelian philoso­
phy consider that the Godhead gives form to the persons, then each 
person as substantia prima represents the Godhead as to what it is. 
By contrast, in Palamite thinking, the persons give form to the 
godhead. Each person of the Godhead, i.e. the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit, are substantia secunda to the essence which makes 
God what He is. 14 The Western research on Palamas launches out 
from the former, i.e. the Latin, Aristotelian, meaning. Therefore, 
from its very inception, it leads to a variant interpretation of Pala­
mas' concept of the Trinity. However, basing his thought on the 
meaning of the Greek 'Ynocr'tacrtc;-concept, Palamas reaches his 
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understanding of ousia from the idea of the similarity of essence. 
This means that ousia is no longer a "static" concept in Palamas' 
thought, but a statement of connectedness, a relationship. 

Due to the fact that the hypostasis concept so strongly emphasiz­
es precisely the similarity of essence, then the unknown essence of 
God, i.e. ousia, signifies the Trinity in its entirety. The unknowable­
ness of God is always the unknowableness of the Trinity. This 
observation by Lossky has such fundamental significance that the 
distinction between the ousia and energeia in God cannot be dealt 
with as a separate concept or "locus" of the Trinity, as Roman 
Catholic and Protestant theology have attempted to do. This empha­
sis does, however, require observation of the fact that Palamite 
theology does not contain a concept of God's essence as such (an 

si eh), an idea very characteristic of Western thinking. Furthermore, 
it is to be noted that Palamite concept has its origins in the triadic 
unity pattern of the Trinity found in the Greek patristics, in which 
the persons are not separated from the essence, but uphold the 
essence. Hence, nature is not sovereign but exists always within the 
hypostaseis. The Godhead, i.e. the Trinity, is internally in commun­
IOn. 

It can, therefore, be held that the apophatically perceived peri­
choretic person concept also establishes, conceptively, the ousia­
energeia distinction, the cardinal dogma of Palamite theology. In 
accordance with apophatic theology, God can then only be dis­
cussed on the level of the energies, i.e. effects. The primary cause, 
i.e. the triune God, and the "effect" are however not "ontologically" 
separable from each other. God is at the same time both unknown 
( ousia) and knowable ( energeia). In His energies, God is also total­
ly, i.e. as the Trinity, accessible. Even though the distinction is to be 
maintained between the cause, the effect, and the one or thing acted 
upon, all these do not form separate realities. This becomes under­
standable only from the viewpoint of the Palamite concept of per­
son, where "nature" and "person" are not understood to be alterna­
tive options. 
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According to patristic-palamite understanding, the Persons of 
the Trinity are in a perichoretic and reciprocal interpenetrative rela­
tion, where one person (the person of the Father) cannot be regarded 
as having the status of an ontological principle from which nature 
(the deity) could be defined. The person of the Father is, neverthe­
less, the "reason" for the differentiation of the Son and the Holy 
Spirit, but this is true only in the sense of the differentiation of the 
persons and their identifiability (yvcoptcr'ttKOV 1Btcoj.!cx). 15 The Per­
son of the Father is, however, not the cause of the existence of the 
Son and the Holy Spirit. This is not a causal relation in the philo­
sophical sense, since the Persons of the Trinity exist eternally, and 
they exist only in perichoresis. In this perichoresis, the Persons of 
the Trinity sustain one deity ( ousia ), participating in shared action 
( energeia). 
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