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Two saints, Symeon the New Theologian and Gregory Palamas, played a crucial role in reviving Patristic
theology during the period preceding the Great Captivity of Constantinople. Both monastic writers are
known as the theologians of the Uncreated Light and promoters of Hesychasm, and they remain among
the most prominent spokesmen for Orthodox theology until our times. Even though three hundred years
separate them, one finds in the writings of Saint Gregory an organic continuity with Saint Symeon’s
teaching. This article explores Palamas’ reception of the New Theologian’s theology and the relation

between the teachings of these two leading figures of Christian spirituality.

Duringthe period of cultural revival preceding the Great Captivity of Constantinople,’
there arose in the Church two theologians who renewed Patristic Theology. Their
names were Symeon the New Theologian (+1022) and Gregory Palamas (+1359).
Originating from Asia Minor, they were both educated in the aristocratic envi-
ronment of Constantinople and the imperial court before choosing to follow the
monastic path. Symeon departed to Studion Monastery while Gregory went to Athos,
the Holy Mountain. Around three hundred years separate these two leading figures
of Christian spirituality. Nevertheless, one finds in the writings of Saint Gregory
an organic continuity of Saint Symeon’s teaching. Both monastic writers are known
as the theologians of the Uncreated Light and promoters of Hesychasm, and they
remain till our present time among the most prominent spokesmen for Orthodox
theology.? The time in which Palamas lived was a critical moment in the history
of Eastern Christianity, a phase of political, cultural, and theological turmoil and
travail.> Within the vibrant Byzantine setting of the fourteenth century, and as he

']. Pelikan, The Christian Tradition, A History of Development of Doctrine 2: The Spirit of Eastern Chris-
tendom (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), 252-54.

2 A. Kovtpovpuni, Hem;axtpomc 100 Ipnyopiov ITadapd’: HXocpzc 17]¢ Ogodoyiag (ABrva: Adpog, 1995),
157-69; E. Georgi, H dvdotaois kai 1 (wh: H éoyatodoyia To0 dyiov Ipyyopiov Haaud (@ecoalovikn:
Mrnappmovvakn, 2010).

* For the historical and intellectual framework of the Hesychastic controversy, see P. Lemerle, ‘Le
Tomos du concile de 1351 et l'horismos de Matthieu Cantacuzéne, REB 9 (1951): 55-64; A. Papadakis,
‘Gregory Palamas at the Council of Blachernae (1351), Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 10 (1969):



46

PORPHYRIOS GEORGI

confronted the intellectual elite of the Byzantine Church and society, Saint Gregory
found himself having to defend Saint Symeon’s approach to Orthodox dogma, theo-
logical method, and monastic spirituality.*

Contemporary interest in the study of the two writers arose in the fourth decade
of the twentieth century, with the writings of theologians like Fr Dumitru Staniloae,’
Saint Justin Popovitch,® as well as distinguished scholars of the Russian Diaspora,
such as Archbishop Basil Krivocheine,” Archimandrite Cyprian Kern,® Vladimir
Lossky,’ Fr John Meyendorff,'* and their contemporaries. Their efforts led to a real
abundance of studies on Hesychasm in the second half of the twentieth century."
On the other hand, opinions within contemporary academic research into Symeon
and Palamas remain divergent and controversial, expressing the multiplicity of the
backgrounds of their researchers.”” Among the theological issues raised, one can
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find some initiatives undertaken by contemporary scholars to situate the two theo-
logians vis-a-vis their preceding patristic heritage.’* Numerous other studies have
also attempted to examine the relation of Saint Symeon’s teaching to that of Saint
Gregory;'* nevertheless, the question of how to analyse this delicate theme remains
open.

This article intends to explore Palamas’ reception of the New Theologian’s
teaching on the vision of the Uncreated Light, in what way he was inspired by him,
whether or not he imitated and quoted him directly, and to what extent he was
creative or renovative in rearticulating Saint Symeon’s theology in the fourteenth
century.
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The Eternal Light, Reign, and Glory of the Holy Trinity

As a starting point, it should be noted that the two theologians in many texts
acknowledge the divine and indeed the Trinitarian character of the light revealed to
the saints through mystical experience. Saint Symeon states clearly that: ‘God is light
and the sight of him is like a light. It is therefore at the sight of the light that we un-
derstand for the first time that God is’.’* He affirms also: “The Father is light, the Son
is light, the Holy Spirit is light...Indeed, the three are one light, unique, undivided...
God is seen completely as a simple light’'® Hence, far from any systematisation of
theological discourse and terminology, the eleventh-century New Theologian aims
at guiding his disciples spiritually by describing his own personal mystical expe-
rience: ‘I fell into a trance before your beauty and was struck with amazement, O
Trinity, my God. The traits in each of the three are the same, and the three are one
countenance (mpoowmov): my God, whose name is Spirit, the God of the universe’.””

Both theologians distinguish the light that reveals God from the divine essence,
identifying it as the energia which is common to the three persons of the Holy Trinity.
They also identify the vision of light with the manifestation of the divine Reign,'
Glory, and Beauty of the Triune God. In his twenty-fourth Hymn, Saint Symeon
utters, ‘Grant me the sight of your face, O Logos, and the enjoyment of your ineffable
beauty. Let me contemplate and delight in your vision, the unutterable vision, the
invisible vision, the awesome vision. Grant me the telling of at least its energies, if
not its essence’. ' In another text, he clarifies that,

Indeed, there is no other way to know God, if not by seeing the light that
emanates from him...the unapproachable glory of his face, the energy and
the power of his most Holy Spirit, in other words his light, no one can speak
of it, if he does not first see the light itself...and does not know intimately its
illuminations and energies.*

He also says: “We bear witness that God is light, that all those who have been
deemed worthy of beholding him have seen him as light, for the light of his glory
goes before him and it is impossible that he appears without light’.*!

Saint Gregory Palamas systematises this teaching on the patristic distinction
between energy and essence in God. He clarifies that this divine light and energy is
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granted to humanity as the grace of the Holy Spirit, through which God is manifest-
ed in the bodies and souls of the saints. This light is therefore called ‘the Reign of
God’* it is ‘the divinity of God...the beauty and radiance of the divine nature...the
natural ray and glory of Divinity’* or ‘the light of the divine Reign’ and ‘the glory
of the divine nature’.>* Being uncreated, the light is not separated from the One God
and the One Divinity, but is rather ‘distinguished from the divine essence as the
glory and radiance of this essence’.” For this reason, the uncreated divine ‘energy’
and the uncreated divine essence are both considered by Palamas to be ‘Divinity’.?
By quoting authoritative liturgical texts,” Saint Gregory affirms the divine and
Trinitarian character of the light of Christ: ‘Let us ascend to the holy and heavenly
mountain, let us see the immaterial divinity of the Father and Spirit shining on the
face of the Son’.

In his theological syllogism, this identification of the light of the Transfiguration
of Christ with the Reign of God is accentuated.” He describes the light as the ‘pure
Reign of God’ and the ‘benediction that transcends time) as ‘it would be absurd to
believe that the Reign of God had a beginning and that it is limited by centuries
and ages’.*® He explains that ‘the Reign of God, his simplicity, his unlimitedness, his
authority, his life are attributes of God (nmpogovia To0 Ocod), divine features that
transcend time. However, even though they are ‘eternal and co-eternal with God,
they are not his nature but proceed from his nature and are related to it.*!

The Christocentric Character of Theophany

Another common focal point attested to by both theologians is the Christocentric
character of the manifestation of the Uncreated Light. According to the two saints,
the divine Trinitarian light is revealed through the Incarnation of the Son of God.
Saint Symeon notes that Christ ‘came into this world to enlighten all those in the
world, the ones sitting in darkness...not with borrowed light, but with light from his
own glory and his divinity’.*> Nonetheless, his insistence on the central role of Christ
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Oeodoyird kol oikovouuxa 2, 88 (PG 90:1168AB).
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7 The second troparion of the ninth ode in the Canon of the feast of Transfiguration, composed by
Saint John Damascene.
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in revealing God does not hinder the Trinitarian dimension of the manifestation of
divine light. The New Theologian says: ‘Even at night, in the heart of darkness, I see
Christ...opening the heavens for me, Christ himself who condescends and reveals
himself to me with the Father and the Spirit, Light thrice holy, One in Three, Three
in One. Certainly, they are the Light, the Three are the One Light’* Saint Symeon
clarifies: ‘By his manifestation, he grants them the Holy Spirit in person and then, by
the Holy Spirit, he himself with his Father abides inseparably with them’.**

Appealing to some theological tools from traditional Christological terminology,
Saint Symeon notes that Christ ‘appears personally and substantially (évumdéoratog
kal 000108@¢) in the Light.* He states that ‘the God, who has two natures united in
one person, has made a double being of me. Having made me double, he has given
me two names. By nature I am a man, by grace I am a god...see what a union by
grace with him represents: in a manner which is sensible and intelligible, essential
and spiritual’** Consequently, the transcendent God manifests himself in the
Incarnation of Christ and grants the saints the experience of his appearance. For it
is he, the super-essential Uncreated One, who became flesh and appeared to me as
one created, deifying me entirely.

Salvation is expressed by Symeon in a specific Christocentric terminology.
However, the spontaneous poetical style that characterises his mystical language
keeps emerging and imposing itself in his texts. The same theological truth is
expressed by Saint Gregory in a more refined and normative theological language
where the experience of the vision of light is based hermeneutically on a system-
atic interpretation of the Christological doctrines of the Third, Fourth, and Sixth
Ecumenical Councils. Palamas refers to the traditional Christological formula-
tions in his teaching on the permeation of the life-giving grace and light of God
in human reality. This theophany, prepared in the Old Testament and realised
in the Incarnation of the Son of God, is the result of the hypostatic union of the
two natures of Christ in the one eternal Person of the Logos.*® According to Saint
Gregory, the manifested light of Christ ‘is...the archetypal beauty of the Logos of
God, the radiance and glory of his divinity, which naturally shines from his divine
nature and has become the glory common to the divine nature and the divinely-as-
sumed human nature of Christ* This has been made possible through Christ’s
uniting in his one person (0méotaorg) both divinity and humanity. For this reason,
Palamas quotes Saint Makarios of Egypt, who calls the light ‘the glory of the Spirit,

» Hymn X1, 35 (SC 156, 234).

* Theological and Ethical Treaties V, 422 (SC 129, 110).

% Theological and Ethical Treaties X, 887 (SC 129, 322). See also: Hymn 7, 25 (SC 156, 210).

% Hymn XXX, 451 (SC 174, 370).

7 Hymn LII, 46 (SC 196, 202). See also Hymn XIII, 48 (SC 156, 260); Theological and Ethical Treaties
11, 238 (SC 122, 146).
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being the common light of the persons of the Holy Trinity.* He also relies on Saint
John the Damascene to assert that the glory that advances from the divine nature in
a natural manner became through the hypostatic union of the two natures of Christ
common to the human body.*

In this context, the redeeming act of Christ is interpreted by Saint Gregory within
the framework of the theology of light. Accordingly, the fall of Adam is represent-
ed as his separation from Beauty and Light, and as the alienation from the divine
‘form’ (uope1) and the original destiny of humanity. Adam, before the transgression,
partook of the divine radiance, which attired in splendour his bodily nakedness,
rendering it incomparably beautiful. ‘Man rejected light, corrupted his resemblance
to the highest light, and wore darkness as a tunic. But Christ, who is naturally good
and merciful, condescended in his compassion towards the fallen one, reviving him,
and renewing his blackened icon.* He asserts: “The Logos of God, in his clemency,
assumed the nature of man which had become naked and deprived of divine
radiance, due to the transgression of the commandment of God. He had mercy on
the ugliness of this nature and revealed it to his disciples in its most shining form on
Mount Tabor’ Thus, Christ manifested the glory that was granted to human nature
and what man, who lives in the likeness of Jesus Christ, shall become.*

Deification as Union with Light

According to both theologians, the major fruit of the vision of the divine light
is union with divine radiance (i.e., deification). Through the vision of the light
of Christ, the saints, united to the will, energy, and radiance of the Holy Trinity,
become gods by grace. Symeon mentions clearly that the call of the faithful is to
become like gods, possessing all of God’s glory within. He implores the Lord, ‘But
you, O Light, shine upon them, shine that in seeing you they truly believe that you
are the true light and that you will make like yourself the ones to whom you are
united as light’.* Christ grants man deification through union with his light and
glory. ‘O compassionate One, give me the glory which the Father has given you so
that, having become like you as all your servants, I may become god according to
grace and may remain with you continually, now and always and unto the ages of
ages’.* Symeon says: “The Son of God...gives the grace of the Spirit, that is, divinity,

O Yep T@v iep@g fovyaloviwy B, 3, 21, Zvyypdupata, vol. 1, 557. See also: Gregory Nazianzus,
Adyog 40, 6 (PG 36:365A); Makarios of Egypt, Ilepi aydnng 21 (PG 34:925C).

‘' B’ Katd Ipnyopd 32, Zvyypdupata, vol. 4, 340. See also: John Damascene, Exdoais époddéov
miotews 3, 15 (PG 94:1057B).
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to the Saints; it flows from the nature and essence of his co-eternal Father’.* The
New Theologian further explains that the entirety of the psychosomatic existence of
the human being is involved in the union with divine light: ‘How strange a marvel,
my flesh, that is, the essence of my soul, indeed, of my body, partakes of the divine
glory. It shines with divine radiance’.¥” Consequently, the divine light abides in man
like the flames in the burning bush: “You see in yourself the abundant grace of the
Holy Spirit, enlightening and transforming the depths of your heart into a sun...you
clearly observe that the miracle of the bush is taking place in your heart, your soul
burning in union with the inaccessible fire but without being consumed, as your
soul is freed from all passion’.*

A major component of the teaching of both theologians is their identification of
the grace of deification acquired in the vision of the eternal light with man’s appro-
priation of divine life. The saints partake in divine life in the present age, becoming
sons and heirs of God. Saint Symeon says, ‘Blessed Lord, you are the One who placed
in my heart the light of your commandments and planted in me the Tree of Life. You
made me into another Paradise’* He argues that,

He is called light, he who is above any light, because he revives us; he is called
life, he who is above any life, because he makes us live. He is called garment,
because he surrounds us entirely with his radiance, because he shrouds and
makes us warm with the glory of his divinity. Thus, we say that we put on
Christ, the One who cannot be grasped and is absolutely impalpable.®

Symeon beseeches Christ: “Your light encompasses me. It is life-giving, O my
Christ, for to see you is the source of life, and your life is the Resurrection’*' In
another prayer he entreats God: ‘Do what is profitable for my wretched soul, because
you alone are God, the Lover of mankind, uncreated, unending, all-powerful, the life
and the light of all who love you and are so loved by you, O Lover of mankind’.>> He
teaches, ‘Let us also in the Holy Spirit be taken up spiritually to the true life of the
third heaven, or better, to the very heaven of the Holy Trinity’.*

In complete harmony with the teaching of Saint Symeon, Saint Gregory Palamas
asserts that the pure-hearted perceive and taste the eternal divine light in this
present age, assimilating, through the vision of God, the uncreated deifying energy.
Saint Gregory explains that, ‘the saints do not only see, but they are also affected by
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the radiance of God’ They are united to the divine energy, since ‘the energy of God
and of the saints is one’.** The Archbishop of Thessaloniki asserts that the vision of
the divine light ‘grants eternal life}*® and the pure in heart assimilate through this
vision the uncreated divine energy.*® In this context, Palamas elaborates the Patristic
concept of ‘true life’ (6vro¢ (wn).”” He explains that ‘true life’ is the common and
eternal life of the three Persons of the Holy Trinity, and that the gift of ‘true life’ is the
communion of man with God and his participation in the eternal divine life through
the grace of the Holy Spirit. This Trinitarian divine life was granted to human nature
by the Incarnation and redemptive act of the Logos of God. Thus, man is called to be
receptive to the uncreated grace of the Holy Spirit, which enriches and transfigures
his existence and actualises in his being the gift of divine adoption.*

Saint Gregory clarifies that the ‘life and light, which the Holy Spirit grants to
another person, is not separated from him. Thus, the Holy Spirit, being himself Life,
transmits life to those who participate in him. He says,

This light is eternal life, which is also granted to the one who is deified,
without being separated from God. Thus, Paul would say, ‘I live; yet not I,
but Christ liveth in me’ (Gal 2:20). Maximos also says about Paul that ‘he
was living the divine and eternal life of the One who had made his abode in
him. And Basil the Great said that ‘the life which the Holy Spirit grants to
another hypostasis is not separated from him..., thus he has life in him, and
those who partake in him live in a godly manner, having acquired a divine
and heavenly life] This is the life which he (St Basil) calls...’spiritual and
eternal movement, and he says that the one who partakes in it, albeit ‘ashes
and earth), shall become a saint.”

Elsewhere in his writings, Saint Gregory asserts,

For the Holy Spirit possesses life in himself, and those who participate in him
will live in a godlike manner, having attained to a divine and heavenly form
of life, for the Glory of the divine nature is, above all, divine life in the saints
and their partaking in every blessing.®
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Light and the Knowledge of the Hidden God

According to both theologians, apophaticism is the attitude manifested in the
theology of the human person facing the transcendence of God. In orienting his
being towards the Holy Trinity, man does not speculate. Rather, he is transformed.
Thus, the manifestation of the divine mystery enriches his existence. Saint Symeon
expresses this in his characteristic spontaneous and poetical language:

I do not have the strength to look at you, and yet I am unable not to do so.
Your beauty is inaccessible; your splendour has no equal. Who has ever seen
you or could see you completely, my God? Truly, what eye has the power
to contemplate the All? What mind is able to grasp or understand the One
who transcends everything? What intelligence could make itself co-exten-
sive to his totality and contemplate the One who encompasses all beings and
completely fills all these in an incomprehensible manner, and always finds
himself entirely outside?*!

On the other hand, one encounters in the rigorous traditional theological
discourse and terminology of Saint Gregory expressions like, ‘sensed and beyond—
sense...unapproachable, immaterial, deifying, eternal, radiance of the divine nature,
the glory of divinity, the majesty of the heavenly reign’ and ‘light of the world to
come’® It is ‘the limpid and unsetting light,* ‘indescribable...not only transcending
the senses, but also transcending the intellect (vodg)’*

Nevertheless, the two Hesychast theologians explain that through the union with
the uncreated light, the apophatic way of theology is exceeded, since the vision of the
divine light is the unique knowledge which examines the depth of God, and does not
prohibit his cognition.®® Symeon says,

Indeed, how can language fathom or express in words ‘the things that no eye
has seen and no ear has heard,, things beyond the mind of man? In truth, it is
not possible. And if indeed, bearing the God who grants us this, we possess
all these things inwardly, we are no more unable to either measure it with our
intelligence or express it in words.®

The New Theologian clarifies that God in an act of condescendence reveals
Himself to Man:
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You yourself, invisible to all, untouchable, impalpable, appeared to me and
seemed to purify my mind, to enlarge the vision of my soul. You allowed me
to see your glory more and more. Or rather, you waxed and grew larger as
the darkness receded. I discovered that it was you who were about to come
near and approach, like the visible things we experience...You, the Unmoving
One, the Immovable One, increased; you were taking form, You who are
without form.*

The New Theologian describes that,

Indeed, just as a blind man, upon recovering his sight progressively, sees the
human contour and gradually represents to himself what it is—not that the
shape changes; rather, it is the vision in the man’s eye that sees the shape more
clearly, its traits impressing themselves on his vision, imprinting themselves
upon the intellectual part of the soul and the memory as is on a tablet—so
you made yourself be seen after purifying my mind completely by the light
of your Holy Spirit...You then carried me out of the world...You became re-
splendent. You made yourself be seen wholly, and I saw you clearly.®®

Thus, Saint Symeon stresses that it is the role of the Holy Spirit to grant this vision
to man: ‘Among us, who is able to see him through his own efforts and strength,
unless he sends his Holy Spirit to give health, vigour and power to our weakened
nature; unless he enables man to contemplate the divine glory which is his?’®

Palamas also insists on the fact that, in the illumination of the Holy Spirit, not
only does man proceed to the knowledge of God, but God himself draws near to
man and reveals himself to him. The divine light allows man to see what transcends
him in a fashion that exceeds the capabilities of the human being. And just as the
intellect, when united with the senses in an unutterable manner, shows man, sym-
bolically and sensibly, things that are perceivable, a similar thing happens when
the senses and the intellect are united with the grace of the Holy Spirit: ‘they shall
see the invisible light spiritually and are rendered similar to him eternally’” God
grants the saints to see beyond the capacities of vision, ‘the light and God who is
revealed therein’.”! Saint Gregory confirms that this light is ‘neither sensitive nor
noetic, but spiritual and divine) and that it transcends all creatures. For this reason,
it is submitted neither to the senses nor to the noetic faculty but is perceived by the
spiritual power, which is also beyond all the faculties of perception, and which is
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granted only by the grace of the Holy Spirit to pure noetic natures.”” While Saint
Symeon states in his most simple words, ‘Christ is the simple light, the one who has
his light shining in his mind is said to have the Mind of Christ’,” Saint Gregory ex-
plicates that this is how the Apostles on the Mountain witnessed ‘the preamble of his
Parousia’ since ‘they were deemed worthy to be granted (spiritual) eyes’.”

“The Light and the Life’ of the Age to Come

The eschatological implications of the vision of the uncreated light are stressed
in the writings of Saint Symeon. The partial experience and knowledge of divine
realities in the present age awaits a greater fulfilment in the age to come: ‘I may
share your glory and the joy of your blessings, O Word, even now, as in an enigma, a
foreshadowing, a mirror; and then later, may I know you and I have been known’.”
The vision of the uncreated light procures man with the token of life eternal. Right
from this present time, man is called to taste the bliss of eternity,” for the eternal
glorification of the saints of God starts and is manifested in the present age:

For those who believe in him, Christ will become all this and even more,
beyond enumeration, not only in the age to come, but first in this life and
then in the world to come. Though in an obscure way here below, and in a
perfect manner in the Reign, those who believe see clearly nonetheless and
receive as of now the first-fruits of everything they will have in the future
life. Indeed, if they do not receive on earth everything that was promised
to them, they do not have any part of the foretaste of the blessings to come,
their higher hope being set on the hereafter. However, it is through death
and the Resurrection that God in his foresight has given us the Reign, incor-
ruptibility, and the totality of life eternal. Given these conditions, we unques-
tionably become partakers of the good things to come, that is, incorruptible,
immortal, sons of God, sons of the light and of the day, inheritors of the
Reign of Heaven, since we carry the Reign within.”

The completion of the divine promises takes place in the Second Coming, when
the light of Christ will transfigure all created natures:
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At that moment, he, the God and Lord of the universe, will shine from the
glory of his divinity. This will also be the moment at which the literal sun is
darkened by the brilliance of the Lord and will become invisible, just as the
stars now fade before the sun and are seen no more. And it is only he who
will be both day and God, the One who at present is invisible to your eyes.
He who lives in unapproachable light will reveal himself as he is. He will fill
all things with his own light and for all the saints he will become the day of
eternal joy, without waning or end, but entirely unapproachable and invisible
to the slothful and the sinners...Indeed, since during their present life such
people had no desire to see the light of his glory—a sight resulting from their
purification—or to introduce it wholly into themselves, he will be justly un-
approachable to them in the future.”

Saint Symeon further declares that, “‘When the book of the conscience of the
saints will be opened...Christ God, presently hidden in them, will shine, as he shone
forth from the Father before all ages. Then the saints will be like the Most High’” He
also states, as he praises God,

You, Christ, are the Kingdom of Heaven. You, Christ, are the land promised
to the meek...You are Gladness, you are happiness; and your grace, O God,
will shine in all the saints like the sun, will shine among them and they will
shine brightly, to the degree of their faith, their asceticism, their hope and
charity, their purification and illumination, by your Spirit, O God.*

Throughout his theological controversies, Saint Gregory Palamas goes beyond
Saint Symeon in accentuating the eschatological dimension involved in the experi-
ence of the vision of light. He uses definitive eschatological language, attesting at the
same time to the uncreated and common Trinitarian character of the light. He calls
it ‘the holy, unsucceedable, unsetting, beginningless and eternal light, the beauty
of the age to come and the glory of God the Father’®! He describes this same light,
revealed to the saints in prayer, as ‘the light of the future and perpetual age’ and
‘our common hope’*®> He also clarifies that we should commune, starting from the
present life, with the ‘heavenly light and the promise of the ultimate benedictions),
and that on the Day of Judgment ‘while the condemned shall be sent to the outer
darkness, the righteous shall find comfort in this light that transcends this world’.*
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One encounters in the texts of Saint Gregory expressions like the ‘light of the
world to come’® ‘light of the divine Reign, and ‘beauty of the future age’® It is
described as ‘the essential and eternal majesty of God’* ‘the pledge of the future
promise, the grace of adoption, the deifying gift of the Spirit...light of the hyper-in-
expressible glory which becomes seen by the saints, enhypostatic (évvmdorarog) light,
uncreated, ever being from the ever being, revealed to the ones who are deserving
and through him revealing God, now partially but in a most fulfilled manner in the
future age...;*” ‘the light that stays eternally with the saints, the glory of the divine
nature, the beauty of the future and unending age, the unbeginning and un-succeed-
ed Reign of God...the substance (vmdoTaoig) of the future goods’.* While stating
that, “The Son of God, at the end of time, shall come in the glory of the Father and
the Holy Spirit, since one is the glory of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit,* Palamas
asserts that the light, with which Christ shone on Mount Tabor—thus ‘showing
the beauty of the age to come™—is nothing but the same light which will shine
at the Second Coming of the Lord. For this reason, he names the Transfiguration
of Christ the ‘preamble of the last manifestation of light. He adds that Christ will
abide eternally with his saints and will grant them the uninterrupted ‘un-setting day,
which ‘derives from his eternal light’*! This ‘limpid and un-setting light*> was man-
ifested to the three disciples on Mount Tabor and granted them ‘eternal life and the
Reign that never ends’*® This experience can be justified only by the fact that ‘they
acquired the power and the grace of the age to come’**

Both the New Theologian and Palamas reproduce the teaching of Saint Gregory
the Theologian and Gregory of Nyssa concerning the unending progress in the con-
templation of God. Saint Symeon affirms that:

Indeed, over the ages, the progress will be endless, for a cessation of this
growing toward the end without ending...would be nothing but a grasping at
the ungraspable. The One on whom no one can be satiated would then become
an object of satiety. By contrast, to be filled with him and to be glorified
in his light will cause unfathomable progress, an undefined beginning. Just
as those possessing Christ who took form in them stand near the one who
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shines in the inaccessible light, so does the end become a principle of glory
in them, or—to explain my thought more clearly—in the end they will have
the beginning, and in the beginning the end.*”

He adds: ‘Perfection is endless. Even there, the beginning is the end’.*

In his turn, Saint Gregory describes the experience of the vision of the light
and indicates that the progress of the saints in the vision of God is infinite in the
future age, and similar to that of angels. He refers to ‘a desire and longing of those
who attain this vision’ which does not stop, because ‘the received grace drives them
towards the greatest reception, and God ‘bestowing himself is infinite and he grants
generously and abundantly’. The sons of the age to come advance in the vision of
God, receiving ‘grace upon grace’ (John 1:17) and they ascend ‘the indefatigable
ascent.”” The continuous and uninterrupted knowledge of God as experienced by the
angels, and as shall be experienced by the saints in the age to come, is a continuous
progress ‘in the most apparent vision in the unending age’ Nevertheless, man never
sees the entirety of divinity,” for the unceasing ascent is the substance of eternal
life,” and this vision of the light and the life of Christ grants ‘eternal life and the
Reign that never ends’'®

Conclusion

The above parallelism between the thoughts of Saint Symeon the New Theologian
and Saint Gregory Palamas cannot but confirm the common aspect of the mystical
experience of the saints of God. Obviously, there exist differences between the two
theologians in verbalising their experiences, whether linguistically or methodolog-
ically; we believe that this is due to the nature of the historical circumstances and
needs that distinguished each of their eras, as well as to the personality and talents
granted by the Holy Spirit to each one of them. While Symeon remained to the end
of his life an abbot, a Hesychast monk, and a poet of divine eros, Gregory had to
leave the silence of his hermitage, face turbulent political crises, play a crucial role
in the theological debates of his time, and become the Archbishop of Thessaloniki.

There is no doubt that Saint Symeon contributed in inspiring and orienting the
teaching of Saint Gregory, especially the inherent structure of his theological thought.
However, Palamas did not quote Symeon extensively, and this was because he was
defending Symeon’s teaching, which came into question during the Hesychastic
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Controversy, by referring to the writings of the most authoritative Church Fathers.
Nonetheless, one cannot help but notice the extent to which Saint Gregory borrows
concepts and notions from Saint Symeon’s writings. Hence, he presents his teaching
and school of prayer and ascetism as the legitimate continuation of the Orthodox
Patristic Tradition. Saint Gregory’s insistence on the concept of ‘true life’ experi-
enced in the union with the uncreated light revives Saint Symeon’s teaching on God,
Man, Redemption, Divine Grace, and Salvation. This very same insistence remains
primarily functional in revealing the dynamic character of Patristic theology and
how it directly touches human life and existence.

Finally, one cannot but remark that the efforts deployed by Saint Gregory
Palamas and his contemporary Hesychast theologians provided the teachings of
Saint Symeon with a normative character. What is most intriguing in the compari-
son of the systematic terminology of Saint Gregory with the poetic language of Saint
Symeon is how far Symeon’s discourse is branded with spontaneity, and how the
formulations he uses remain approximate. This freedom in theological language and
expression probably renders the New Theologian one of the most creative monastic
writers and poets of his time and a genuine forerunner of our modern age.



