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ST. GREGORY PALAMAS ON THE DIVINE 
SIMPLICITY

MARCUS PLESTED

Abstract
Plested focuses on the doctrine of divine simplicity according to Gregory Palamas (1296-1357/9). He is well aware of 
the long tradition in the West of considering Palamas’s distinction between the divine essence and the energies to do harm 
to the reality of divine simplicity—even if many recent books on divine simplicity ignore Palamas. Plested thinks that 
this is in part due to the selectivity of Western readings of Palamas’s corpus. Although for Palamas the divine essence is 
truly (not merely conceptually) distinct from what Plested terms the divine “actualizations,” Palamas insists repeatedly 
that his point does not undermine absolute divine simplicity. In fact, as Plested shows, Palamas considers that the real 
distinction between essence and energies not only supports, but indeed flows from, the doctrine of divine simplicity 
properly understood. Plested admits that recent Orthodox interpreters of Palamas, such as John Meyendorff and Vladimir 
Lossky, tend to give little attention to divine simplicity except by way of contrast with Western accounts of the doctrine. 
But Plested argues that Palamas’s doctrine of divine simplicity is better interpreted as in accord with the fundamental 
intuitions of his Latin contemporaries, even if expressed in a different metaphysical framework. Examining certain 
lesser-known works of Palamas, Plested identifies a set of important interpretative keys for understanding Palamas’s 
account of divine simplicity, including the normative role of the principles of the Sixth Ecumenical Council (680-1) and 
the necessity of appreciating the historical contexts in which he wrote specific works.

St. Gregory Palamas (1296-1357/9) seems a particularly apposite subject for this special issue in 
that his theology has long been widely and vociferously berated as a wholesale assault on the 
notion of divine simplicity from his own time to ours.1 Palamas is also noticeably absent from the 
recent spate of books that have appeared on the topic.2 As is well-known, Palamas’ theological 

1 Most notably Martin Jugie, in his twin articles “Palamas, Grégoire” and “Palamite, Controverse” for the 
Dictionnaire de théologie catholique 1, 1735-1818. Jugie marked out the ground for much of the Palamite and anti- 
Palamite debate of the modern era.

2 See, for example, James Dolezal, God without Parts: Divine Simplicity and the Metaphysics of God’s Absoluteness 
(Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2011); Stephen J. Duby, Divine Simplicity: A Dogmatic Account (London: T&T 
Clark, 2015); D. Stephen Long, The Perfectly Simple Triune God: Aquinas and His Legacy (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2016); Paul Hinlicky, Divine Simplicity: Christ the Crisis of Metaphysics (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2016). None of these books mention Palamas, save one rather sweeping reference in Hinlicky (180) dis-
missing Palamas’ doctrine as one which “virtually separates” the essence from the “streaming energies.” I fear this 
attitude is all too typical of Palamas’ place in the wider firmament of academic theology.
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achievement, canonised in the Orthodox Church by a series of Constantinopolitan councils (1341, 
1347, 1351, and 1368), turns on the ineffable distinction between the incommunicable divine 
ousia (essence) and the communicable divine energeiai (activities, operations, powers, energies, 
actualisations, processions, attributes, or “glories that pertain to the essence”).3 God is one, re-
maining transcendent and unapproachable in his essence while also communicating and reveal-
ing himself (that is to say the essence) to the creation in and through his energy or activity – and 
most especially in his deifying activity.4 For Gregory the divine energy is the property of the 
Holy Trinity. The divine energy is mediated and communicated by the divine persons but does 
not belong exclusively to any one of the persons. The divine energy is also (to repeat) God – but 
God revealed, God ab intra and ad extra.5 The distinction between the divine essence and the 
divine actualisations is, Palamas avers, not merely notional or conceptual or epistemological but 
an actual distinction, albeit one which in no way compromises divine simplicity. Indeed Palamas 
will never refer to the distinction as actual without simultaneously insisting that this in no way 
compromises the unity and simplicity of the godhead.6

But the extent to which Palamas tirelessly emphasises divine simplicity in the articulation 
and defence of his theology is rarely, if ever, appreciated. And, what is more, Palamas does so 
not merely by way of defence, that is, in protesting that the distinction does not compromise 
divine simplicity, but also more positively, arguing that the essence-energies distinction is an 
essential underpinning and necessary ramification of the doctrine of divine simplicity and one 
which goes hand in hand with a robust and properly participatory notion of human deification. 
Even Palamas’ foremost expositors and defenders in the twentieth century – John Meyendorff 
and Vladimir Lossky – do not, to my mind, sufficiently privilege divine simplicity in their 
respective accounts of his teaching. Where they do discuss his teaching on divine simplicity 
they tend to so in contradistinction to a perceived Western account of divine simplicity.7 My 

3 While single as to origin in the one nature, the energies are also plural by virtue of the multiplicity of the divine 
activity. God remains one in both essence and energy even as he makes himself known as wisdom, goodness, truth, 
power, light, omnipresence, and so forth. I give a range of English translations for the energeiai of God to indicate 
something of the semantic, theological, and philosophical range of the term. When I use any one of these terms in what 
follows the others are also implied. For the “glories that pertain to the essence,” see further below.

4 While the essence itself cannot be revealed (or even denominated in any way) the energy is precisely the essence 
revealed.

5 The energies, being eternal, do not pertain solely to God’s relation with the creation. The distinction between 
essence and energy does not map onto the modern construct of immanent as against economic Trinity – a construct 
that is foreign to Gregory and the tradition in which he stands.

6 I use “actual” rather than “real” to avoid misleading association with the Latin medieval distinctio realis.
7 See John Meyendorff, A Study of St Gregory Palamas (London: Faith Press, 1964), 215 and Vladimir Lossky, 

The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Cambridge: James Clarke, 1957), 76-77. Any criticism of these two 
pillars of modern Orthodox theology on my part should not be taken to derogate in any way from their magnificent 
achievements. George Mantzarides shares a broadly analogous understanding of East-West difference in respect of 
divine simplicity, contrasting the Aristotelian-scholastic understanding of the Christian West to the biblical-patristic 
understanding of the East. See his “Simplicity of God according to St Gregory Palamas,” in Triune God: 
Incomprehensible but Knowable – The Philosophical and Theological Significance of St Gregory Palamas for 
Contemporary Philosophy and Theology, ed. Constantinos Athanasopoulos (Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2016), 19-27. David Bradshaw similarly argues for a great gulf between Eastern and Western notions of 
divine simplicity. See, for example, his Aristotle East and West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); 
“Time and Eternity in the Greek Fathers,” The Thomist 70 (2006): 311-66; and “Augustine the Metaphysician,” in 
Orthodox Readings of Augustine, ed. George Demacopoulos and Aristotle Papanikolaou (Crestwood, NY: St. 
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2008), 227-51.
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own intuition is that Palamas’s notion of divine simplicity is not so fundamentally removed 
from that of his Latin contemporaries, even if expressed in a very different terminological and 
metaphysical framework.8

Palamas’ modern Western critics, for their part, have no hesitation in judging Palamas’ doc-
trine a grave if ultimately incoherent assault on the patristic and medieval Western (especially 
Thomist) notion of divine simplicity. Here I think especially of theologians such as the contrib-
utors to the Istina special edition of 1974: Jean-Philippe Houdret, Jean-Miguel Garrigues, Juan 
Nadal, and Marie-Joseph Le Guillou (also the likely author of the unsigned editorial)9 and the 
critical voices in a 1977 edition of the sorely-missed Eastern Churches Review – Illtyd Trethowan 
and Rowan Williams.10 More recently, John Milbank has emerged as a trenchant critic of 
Palamas broadly along the lines laid down by Rowan Williams, but of course with his own 
particular take on the matter.11

One of the reasons that the nature and centrality of the topic of divine simplicity in Palamas 
is often misunderstood or overlooked is that it is not an overriding feature of his best-known 
works: the Triads in Defence of the Holy Hesychasts (1338-40) and the 150 Chapters on Topics 
of Natural and Theological Science, and on Ethics and the Practical Life, Intended as a Purge 
for the Barlaamite Corruption (1349-50). In fact his chief works on the topic date from the 
period between these two works and are not, for the most part, available in English. Indeed it is 
rather shocking to realise how much Anglophone scholarship on Palamas depends almost 
entirely on the Triads and Chapters.12 In this article I intend to present and discuss Palamas’ 
teaching on divine simplicity as articulated in his lesser-known works of the period between the 

8 This fits with the broader narrative of my Orthodox Readings of Aquinas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2012), in which I resist any sort of anti-Western construction of Palamas and the Palamite tradition. I cannot of course 
go into any great depth on the medieval Latin understandings of divine simplicity within the parameters of this 
article.

9 Jean-Philippe Houdret, “Palamas et les Cappadociens,” Istina 19 (1974): 260-71; Juan-Manuel Garrigues, 
“L’energie divine et la grâce chez Maxime le Confesseur,” Istina 19 (1974): 272-96; Juan Nadal, “La critique par 
Akindynos de l’herméneutique patristique de Palamas,” Istina 19 (1974): 297-328; Marie-Joseph Le Guillou, ‘Lumière 
et charité dans la doctrine palamite de la divinization,” Istina 19 (1974): 329-38.

10 Eastern Churches Review was incorporated into Sobornost in 1979.
11 Illtyd Trethowan, “Irrationality in Theology and the Palamite Distinction,” Eastern Churches Review 9 (1977): 

19-26, and Rowan Williams, “The Philosophical Structures of Palamism,” Eastern Churches Review 9 (1977): 27-44. 
John Milbank, “Sophiology and Theurgy: The New Theological Horizon,” in Encounter Between Orthodoxy and 
Radical Orthodoxy: Transfiguring the World through the Word, ed. Adrian Pabst and Christoph Schneider (Farnham: 
Ashgate, 2009), 45–85; John Milbank, “Ecumenical Orthodoxy – A Response to Nicholas Loudovikos,” in Pabst and 
Schneider, Encounter between Orthodoxy and Radical Orthodoxy, 156–64; and John Milbank, “Christianity and 
Platonism in East and West,” in Divine Essence and Divine Energies, ed. Constantinos Athanasopoulos and Christoph 
Schneider (Cambridge: James Clarke, 2013), 158–209. Milbank finds that Palamism posits an unacceptable interme-
diary zone between God and the world and much prefers the solution he finds in the sophiology of Bulgakov, in which 
Sophia is both created and uncreated and not “in-between.” David Bentley Hart has recently emerged as something of 
a fellow sceptic with Milbank in his treatments of Palamas. See the brief remarks in his “The Hidden and the Manifest: 
Metaphysics after Nicaea,” in Demacopoulos and Papanikolaou, Orthodox Readings of Augustine, 191-226. See also 
his foreword in Athanasopoulos and Schneider, Divine Essence and Divine Energies, xiii.

12 This is the case even in Rowan Williams’ formidable “The Philosophical Structures of Palamism.” Apart from 
the Triads and the Chapters, the only other work to receive steady attention is the Theophanes (1342), not a work that 
has a great deal to say about divine simplicity. This limited range of source texts is a deficiency highlighted by 
Kallistos Ware in a telling riposte to Williams and Trethowan: “God Hidden and Revealed: The Apophatic Way and 
the Essence-Energies Distinction,” Eastern Churches Review 7 (1977): 45-63 (on this point, 57). Anna Williams’ 
Ground of Union: Deification in Aquinas and Palamas (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999) is even more limited 
in its range of source texts, while John Milbank sticks squarely to the Triads and Chapters, only once offering a cita-
tion from Theophanes also found in Williams. David Bentley Hart, in the contributions mentioned above, does not 
appear to venture beyond the Triads. I might note that Rowan Williams tells me (in conversation in 2015) that he 
stands by much of what he wrote in 1977 but would express things somewhat differently were he to re-state the case 
today.
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Triads and Chapters. I intend to show that while Palamas is rightly remembered as a theologian 
of divine distinction, he should also be equally remembered as a theologian of divine union. I 
intend to clarify somewhat the nature of the union-and-distinction he proposes between the 
divine essence and divine energies. In so doing I will highlight three interpretative keys which 
I believe greatly facilitate comprehension of Palamas’ doctrine both generally and in the spe-
cific matter of the nature of the distinction.

The first of these interpretative keys can be flagged at the outset: Palamas’ teaching should 
be understood in terms of the principles laid down at the Sixth Ecumenical Council (680-1). 
According to this council, energy pertains to nature but is exercised at the level of the person or 
hypostasis.13 In Christ there are two natures (divine and human) therefore two activities (and 
two wills) but one active subject, one actor – the Logos incarnate.14 In the Trinity, according to 
Palamas, we see one nature, therefore one energy or activity, but three actors – the three divine 
hypostases. It is not merely by happenstance that Palamas expends so much effort in connecting 
his enemies with Trinitarian and Christological heresies of old. On the contrary, Palamas 
regards and presents his teaching as a natural outworking of the theology of the first six 
Ecumenical Councils.15

Delving now into our central topic, divine simplicity emerges as a non-negotiable theological 
axiom for Palamas, a principle which cannot be abandoned for fear of opening the door to polythe-
ism, materialist conceptions of God, or indeed a whole host of other heresies. Having said that, it is 
not a theme that dominates his work from the outset. Here we must recognise that Palamas’ works 
were for the most part produced on an ad hoc and often polemical basis in response to particular 
situations; they were forged in the white heat of controversy. One should not therefore expect the 
perfect internal consistency of a systematic theology produced in more leisured circumstances. 
Without implying any deficiency in the overall coherence of his theological achievement, it is 
nonetheless vitally important to attend to the specific historical and theological contexts of his 
various works.

We may delineate the principal phases of the controversy with which he was involved as 
follows. The first phase (1335-41) saw Gregory locked in combat with Barlaam the Calabrian. 
The contest began as a dispute concerning the propriety of apodictic or demonstrative argumen-
tation in the realm of theology. In dialogue with the Latins, Barlaam had denied the possibility 
of such argumentation and adopted what amounts to a formal theological agnosticism, a stance 
Gregory found fatal for any sort of constructive theology.16 The debate moved on to focus on the 
role of the body in the spiritual life, which Barlaam had dismissed as essentially irrelevant. The 

13 This can also be understood as good Aristotle – natures have energies from which they are distinct but not sep-
arate. For the presentation of Palamas as a good Aristotelian, see Christos Yannaras, “The Distinction between 
Essence and Energies and its Importance for Theology,” St. Vladimir’s Theological Quarterly 19 (1975): 232-45 and 
David Bradshaw: Aristotle East and West: Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004).

14 At the Constantinopolitan council of 1351, Palamas described his teaching as an “explication” or “unfolding” 
(ἀνάπτυξις) of the teachings of the Sixth Ecumenical Council on the two energies of Christ (Synodal Tome [PG 151 
722B]). See further Meyendorff, Introduction à l’étude de Grégoire Palamas (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1959), 142. 
The contention of patristic and conciliar continuity in Palamas is of course hotly contested by his many critics.

15 It is worth noting that Palamite and indeed Hesychast theology in general has relatively little to say about or 
contribute to the theology of the icon as articulated by the Seventh Ecumenical Council. This may be accounted a 
lacuna.

16 On Barlaam, see Robert Sinkewicz, “The Doctrine of the Knowledge of God in the Early Writings of Barlaam 
the Calabrian,” Medieval Studies 44 (1982): 181-242. Also Gerhard Podskalsky, Theologie und Philosophie in Byzanz: 
Der Streit um die theologische Methodik in der spätbyzantinischen Geistesgeschichte (14./15. Jh), seine system-
atischen Grundlagen und seine historische Entwicklung (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1977). Note that Podskalsky is highly 
critical and indeed somewhat disdainful of Palamas and his supporters.
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discussion then fanned out to embrace the reality or otherwise of mystical experience, Barlaam 
having decried the claim of certain Athonite monks to see God as light in prayer – the same 
uncreated light that shone from Christ at his Transfiguration. In the latter part of the first phase 
of controversy, Palamas began to articulate the distinction between the divine essence and 
energy as a way of upholding the reality of the religious experience of the Hesychast monks 
and thus the reality of theosis or deification without detracting from the radical unknowability 
and transcendence of God. Barlaam was soundly defeated in this debate by Palamas and left the 
Empire in high dudgeon after being condemned at the Constantinopolitan Council of June 1341. 
It is only towards the end of the showdown with Barlaam that we see divine simplicity affirmed 
in unambiguous fashion by Palamas, albeit not so much in his own Triads in Defence of the Holy 
Hesychasts or in letters of this early phase (although the theme is certainly present in these 
works) but in the Tome of the Holy Mountain – a joint declaration of the Athonite monasteries 
authored by Palamas. This Tomos, issued in 1340, begins with an affirmation of the unity and 
simplicity of God, citing Deuteronomy 6:4 and confessing faith in: “The Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit, the trihypostatic Godhead, one nature, simple, incomposite, uncreated, invisible, incom-
prehensible.” It then affirms that just as the divine monarchy – monotheism – was in no way 
compromised by the revelation of the Trinity, so the self-giving of God in his divine and deify-
ing grace or energy in no way implies or allows plurality or multiplicity in God.17

It was at this point that Palamas’ most formidable theological opponent emerged – Gregory 
Akindynos.18 Akindynos, a well-connected Hesychast monk like Palamas, strenuously objected 
to Palamas’ adumbration of a distinction between the divine essence and the divine energy, 
regarding it as an assault on the divine simplicity and an outrageous departure from patristic 
tradition that opened the door to the most flagrant polytheism. This phase of controversy (which 
was soon to be bound up with a Byzantine civil war) saw Palamas tirelessly insisting on the 
reality of the distinction while simultaneously upholding divine simplicity. This period of con-
troversy (1341-47) saw the emergence of Palamas’ principal contributions on the topic of sim-
plicity: On Union and Distinction (1341), Apologia (1341), the Dialogue of an Orthodox and a 
Barlaamite (1341), and On Divine and Deifying Participation or on the Divine and Supernatural 
Simplicity (1341-2).19 Much of this thinking on the topic was rolled into his massive Antirrhetics 
against Akindynos (1343-44), a point by point refutation of Akindynos’ own writings against 
Palamas. The controversy with Akindynos rumbled into 1347, when Palamas was again vindi-
cated in council, and while further controversy ensued with Nikephoros Gregoras and others, 
Palamas added relatively little to his theological stance on simplicity after the defeat of 
Akindynos. He was also out of the fray by the time of the rather belated and conspicuously 
unsuccessful attempt on the part of some Byzantines to recruit Thomas Aquinas as an 
anti-Palamite.20

The 150 Chapters on Topics of Natural and Theological Science, and on Ethics and the 
Practical Life (1349-50) can be regarded as a kind of summary of Palamas’ teaching, coming at 

17 In Γρηγορίου τοῦ Παλαμᾶ συγγράμματα, vol. 2, ed. Panagiotes Chrestou et al. (Thessaloniki 1966), 567-78; 
also in The Philokalia, vol. 4, trans. G. E. H. Palmer, Philip Sherrard, and Kallistos Ware (London: Faber & Faber, 
1995); and as translated by Robert Sinkewicz, in La théologie byzantine et sa tradition, vol. 2, ed. Carmelo Giussepe 
Conticello and Vassa Conticello (Turnout: Brepols, 2002), 183-88.

18 See Juan Nadal Cañellas, La résistance d’Akindynos à Grégoire Palamas: enquête historique, avec traduction 
et commentaire de quatre traités édités récemment (Louvain: Peeters 2006). Nadal is an able and enthusiastic de-
fender of Akindynos with no sympathy whatsoever for Palamas.

19 I rely in my dating of Palamas’ works on Sinkewicz in Conticello and Conticello, La théologie byzantine et sa 
tradition, vol. 2, 138-55. This in turn builds on the pioneering labours of John Meyendorff.

20 See Marcus Plested, Orthodox Readings of Aquinas, 73-84.
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a period of relative calm and ascendency immediately before the definitive canonisation of his 
teaching at the Council of 1351. The 150 Chapters certainly includes fascinating material on 
divine simplicity, including elements drawn from some of the earlier works mentioned above, 
but is not an especially rich source on the topic. I shall in what follows present and examine 
Palamas’ teaching on the divine simplicity as articulated in the heat and intensity of the contro-
versy with Akindynos.

The opusculum On Union and Distinction (summer 1341) flags up in its very title the second 
interpretative key for understanding the theology of St. Gregory Palamas: the dialectic of union 
and distinction associated with Dionysius the Areopagite.21 For Palamas, the essence-energies 
distinction is best understood as a distinction that unites – analogous but not identical to the 
distinction between the three divine persons.22 This is his earliest work dealing in extenso with 
the topic of divine simplicity. It is very significant that he chooses to focus so intentionally on 
Dionysius in what amounts to an opening salvo on the topic. Palamas harnesses the Dionysian 
dialectic of union and distinction to hammer home a point he makes again and again in the 
course of his polemical work: the essence-energies distinction, the distinction between God and 
his uncreated energies and processions, no more compromises the divine simplicity than does 
the distinction of persons for all that it is a different kind of distinction. The distinction of per-
sons also serves to demonstrate that distinction is admissible within the simple uncreated divin-
ity. As Palamas puts it: “The divinity of God is one in both essence and energy and not only one 
but also simple.”23 In denying the distinction between God and his activities, Barlaam and 
Akindynos downgrade the activities of God to the status of mere created effects. In doing so 
they revive the errors of Arius (and indeed of Eunomius and Macedonius) – treating as created 
that which is manifestly uncreated. Rupturing God in this way, Barlaam and Akindynos are 
patently the true enemies of divine simplicity. They also revive the errors of Sabellius – failing 
to account for distinction within God. Only a proper dialectic of union and distinction can shield 
the Church from these new forms of Arianism and Sabellianism.

This strategy of presenting the essence-energies distinction as an indispensable bulwark 
against the opposite errors of Sabellius and Arius crops up again and again in Gregory’s work. 
In his Apologia (autumn 1341), for example, he reinforces and intensifies the arguments of On 
Union and Distinction, insisting once again on the point that the essence-energy distinction no 
more derogates from divine simplicity than does the Trinitarian distinction.24 If we were unable 
to uphold both identity and distinction in God, then Trinitarian dogma would suffer and the Son 
would be indistinguishable from the Father.25 Palamas cites several of his recurrent patristic 
sources in this text: Basil, Cyril, Maximus, and John of Damascus. In one typical passage, 
Palamas presents the divine essence and energy as one and inseparable (ἀχώριστον) but also 
distinct.26 This statement may be aligned with what he writes to Metropolitan Daniel of Ainos 
in 1343-44, asserting that it is the unambiguous testimony of the Fathers that: “there is a sense 
in which essence and energy are identical in God and a sense in which they differ from one 

21 In Chrestou (et alii), Γρηγορίου τοῦ Παλαμᾶ συγγράμματα, vol. 2, 69-95. Greek text also available (with facing 
Italian translation) in Gregorio Palamas. Dal sovraessenziale all’essenza, ed. and trans. Ettore Perrella (Milan: 
Bompiani, 2005).

22 On the Dionysian theme of union and distinction as taken up by Maximus, see Melchisdec Törönen, Union and 
Distinction in the Thought of St Maximus the Confessor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007).

23 On Union and Distinction 22 (Chrestou 2, 85): ἀλλ’ ἐν οὐσίᾳ καὶ ἐνεργείᾳ μία ἐστὶ θεότης τοῦ θεοῦ. Καὶ οὐ 
μία μόνον, ἀλλὰ καὶ ἁπλῆ. Note that simplicity pertains (as it must) both to the essence and energy of God.

24 In Chrestou (et alii), Γρηγορίου τοῦ Παλαμᾶ συγγράμματα, vol. 2, 96-136.
25 Apologia 4 (Chrestou 2, 98-99).
26 Apologia 8 (Chrestou 2, 102-3). Cf. also Apologia 40 (Chrestou 2, 125) and 41 (Chrestou 2, 125-27).
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another.”27 The upshot of this is there is nothing composite in God. God remains simple even as 
he gives himself in his energies. The energies may be multiple but “we do not divide the powers 
from your nature, knowing your nature to be one and simple and indivisible and the powers to 
be not only many but, as the Fathers have taught us, beyond number.”28

In the imagined Dialogue between an Orthodox and a Barlaamite (autumn 1341) divine sim-
plicity is once again foregrounded.29 Indeed it is the principal charge that the notional Barlaamite 
levels against the orthodox interlocutor. The Barlaamite opens his elenchus claiming that “the 
energy of God is one and the same as his essence and indistinguishable from it; we revere his 
uncreated divinity and proclaim it simple, indivisible, imparticipable and incomprehensible.”30 
Palamas of course agrees that God is simple. He affirms consistently in the dialogue that the 
uncreated essence and uncreated energy are inseparable (ἀχώριστον): “For neither of them is 
ever seen without the other. And so there is in essence and energy one uncreated divinity of the 
Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.”31 As ever, Palamas refuses to discuss distinction in 
God without also talking about union. Palamas immediately quotes Maximus to great effect: 
“For the essence and the energy and the power of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit 
are one and the same.”32 Palamas objects to the idea that beside the simple divine essence there 
is nothing but created effects of one kind or another. He goes on to affirm that “distinction in 
God is not contrary to unity.”33 Arius made the mistake of supposing the contrary and ended up 
dividing God the Son (whom he took to be a creature) from the uncreated essence of the Father. 
In dividing God’s essence and activity, Barlaam and his ilk do the same: separating what they 
suppose to be created (the activity) from the uncreated essence. “The divinity,” insists Palamas, 
“is one and simple and undivided and does not depart from the divine simplicity on account of 
the pious distinction according to the energies.”34 A further treatment of Dionysius follows in 
which Palamas is at pains to underscore the unnameability of the divine nature, a point the 
Barlaamite concedes. We can name God only in so far as he makes himself known in his uncre-
ated operations or energies (such as divinity, goodness, life, wisdom, deifying power, and prov-
idence). To say with Barlaam that the only names we have for God are names of created 
operations is, says Palamas, the height of impiety.35 Here we are confronted with the difference 
between Palamas’ apophaticism and that of Barlaam. Palamas’ apophaticism is conceived in 
constant creative tension with the cataphatic along the lines sketched out by Dionysius. 
Barlaam’s apophaticism, by contrast, amounts to a form of agnosticism in which no naming of 
God is possible, except perhaps by distant analogy from his created effects. In Palamas God is 
both unnameable (by essence) and nameable in a necessarily limited but real way (by activ-
ity).36 In Barlaam, God is in no way nameable. In this Palamas stands closer to Dionysius’ 

27 To Daniel of Ainos 4 (Chrestou 2, 377). Gregory refers back to his defence of divine simplicity in the Apologia 
and presents to Daniel a brief summary of the arguments elaborated there.

28 Apologia 13 (Chrestou 2, 106). He is certainly thinking of passages such as Basil, Epistle 234.1: αἱ μὲν ἐνέργειαι 
ποικίλαι, ἡ δὲ οὐσία ἁπλῆ (PG 32 869A).

29 In Chrestou (et alii), Γρηγορίου τοῦ Παλαμᾶ συγγράμματα, vol. 2, 164-218. This text exists in translation 
(which I have gratefully consulted): Saint Gregory Palamas, Dialogue between an Orthodox and a Barlaamite, trans. 
Rein Ferwerda (Binghampton: Global Academic Publishing, 1999).

30 Dialogue 1 (Chrestou 2, 164).
31 Dialogue 16 (Chrestou 2, 178). Note again the use of Chalcedonian ἀχώριστον.
32 Dialogue 16 (Chrestou 2, 178). Cf. Maximus, Centuries on Theology 2.1 (PG 90 1125C).
33 Cf. Maximus, Centuries on Love 3.28 (ed. Ceresa-Gastaldo (Capitoli sulla carità [Rome: Editrice Studium 

1963], 157).
34 Dialogue 17 (Chrestou 2, 179).
35 Dialogue 17-18 (Chrestou 2, 179-81).
36 Dialogue 18 (Chrestou 2, 180-81).
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intuition that God is praised both as nameless (ἀνώνυμον) and many-named (πολυώνυμον) – 
nameless in his supra-essential being and many-named (at least up to a point) in his beneficent 
processions.37

The Dialogue goes on to re-iterate again and again the coherence of the notion of union and 
distinction in God on the levels both of person and of energy or activity. When we read of the 
seven spirits of Isaiah, for example, this does not negate the oneness of the Holy Spirit, since 
these seven spirits are “processions and manifestations and powers and energies of the one Holy 
Spirit.” Similarly, “the singularity (τὸ μοναδικὸν) of the divinity is not negated by its multiplic-
ity for there is one divinity of the three hypostases which transcends nature and essence and 
which is simple, invisible, imparticipable, and entirely inconceivable.”38 Palamas goes on to 
bash home his point that arguments against the Palamite distinction on grounds of divine sim-
plicity simply will not wash within any sort of Trinitarian framework.39

Much of the remainder of the Dialogue is taken up with disputations adduced by his fictitious 
interlocutor of various patristic sources: St. Athanasius, the Cappadocian Fathers, St. Cyril of 
Alexandria, and St. John of Damascus. The general point is that the Fathers teach “many uncre-
ated energies of the one and simple essence, the holy and venerable Trinity.”40 Of particular 
interest is the discussion surrounding Basil’s Letter to Eustathius. Palamas argues that the dis-
tinction between the divine essence and energy is plainly defended by Basil (and indeed by St. 
Gregory of Nyssa in his own Contra Eunomiam). Eunomius is charged with daring to name the 
unnameable essence and indeed of applying all divine names indiscriminately to the essence 
and so opening the floodgates to polytheism. Basil’s response clearly distinguishes between the 
unnameable and transcendent essence and the various names rightly applied to God. Palamas 
reports Basil as holding that some of the divine names denote “relation, some dignity, some 
energy” but that none of these names signify the essence.41

This brings us on to the third interpretive key: the Cappadocian connection. As will already 
be evident, Palamas takes the anti-Eunomian platform of the Cappadocian Fathers (in particular 
that of Basil and Gregory of Nyssa) as a key staging post for the articulation of the essence-en-
ergies distinction. It would go far beyond the scope of this essay to argue the point at any length 
– especially given the quantities of ink that have been spilled on the topic – but it is worth high-
lighting given the importance attached to the connection by Palamas himself.

To put the matter briefly, both Basil and Gregory of Nyssa distinguish between the essence 
and that which pertains to the essence – for example attributes such as wisdom. As Basil puts it 
in Letter 236: “The Only-Begotten is the image of the invisible God, an image not of bodily 
form, but of the very divinity and of the glories pertaining to the essence of God, an image of 
power, an image of wisdom, as Christ is called ‘the power of God and the wisdom of God’ 

37 Dionysius the Areopagite, Divine Names 6 (PG 3 596AB). Cf. 596C: “As cause of all and as beyond all he bears 
both no name and all names.” This is not to say that Dionysius is unambiguously a Palamite avant la lettre: the dis-
tinction between essence and processions is not explicit and names of God can refer to created as well as uncreated 
realities.

38 Dialogue 27 (Chrestou 2, 189).
39 Note that the designation “Palamite” is a loaded term implying, for Jugie and his epigones, discontinuity with 

the preceding patristic tradition. In using the term for convenience’s sake, I do not mean to allow or imply any such 
discontinuity.

40 Dialogue 35 (Chrestou 2, 198).
41 Dialogue 39 (Chrestou 2, 201) apud Basil Letter 189.8 (PG 32 696B). Palamas slightly mangles the text (doubtless 

because he is working to some degree from memory). In Yves Courtonne’s text (Saint Basile: Lettres II [Paris: Les 
Belles Lettres, 1961], 140) Basil argues: Οὐκοῦν ἄλλο μέν τι ἐστὶν ἡ οὐσία ἧς οὔπω λόγος μηνυτὴς ἐξευρέθη, ἑτέρα δὲ 
τῶν περὶ αὐτὴν ὀνομάτων ἡ σημασία ἐξ ἐνεργείας τινὸς ἢ ἀξίας ὀνομαζομένων. (“There is a difference between the 
essence, of which no explanatory term has yet been discovered, and the meaning of the names applied to it in reference 
to some energy or dignity.”) Had Palamas reproduced the text in its entirety it could have served his cause even 
better.
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(I Cor. 1:24).”42 Wisdom in this sense is God’s essence made known, God’s nature revealed to 
the world. Basil is concerned to maintain that God remains unknown in his essence while mak-
ing himself known in the “glories that pertain to the essence.” God makes himself known in 
various ways and under various names (such as wisdom) for good reason: “one name does not 
suffice to express all the glories of God at the same time and nor is any single name unproblem-
atic.”43 A good deal more on this topic is to be gleaned from Letter 234 (one of Palamas’ favourite 
texts). Here Basil insists that to know God in his various aspects is in no way to exhaust the 
divine mystery: “We say that we know the greatness of God, his power, his wisdom, his good-
ness, his providence over us, and the justness of his judgment; but not his essence [. . .] he who 
denies that he knows the essence does not confess himself to know nothing of God, for our con-
ception of God is gathered from the many attributes which we have enumerated.”44 God remains 
unknowable in essence even as he makes himself known as wisdom, goodness, power, and so 
forth. Basil goes on to affirm that to know God in such attributes does not undermine divine 
simplicity. The fact that the essence of God is made known in various ways does not make God 
multiple. God, furthermore, reveals himself in his operations while remaining perfectly simple: 
“The energies are various, and the essence simple, but we say that we know our God from his 
energies, but do not undertake to approach near to his essence. His energies come down to us, but 
his essence remains beyond our reach.”45 This was to prove very fertile ground for Palamas.

To return to the Dialogue between an Orthodox and a Barlaamite, Palamas takes from St. 
Gregory the Theologian the principle that the divine simplicity is in the first instance to be 
considered among the energies or operations of God, and not the essence which remains beyond 
all denomination: “the simplicity of God is not his nature.”46 For Palamas this can only mean 
that “he has the simplicity which belongs to him by nature as an energy.”47 But this does not, 
and cannot, mean that one cannot speak of the essence as simple or that simplicity pertains only 
to the energy. Simplicity pertains to the divine nature but is actualised and apprehended on the 
basis of the divine energy.

Palamas goes on to argue in the Dialogue that the failure to distinguish between essence and 
energy is fatal to any notion of participation in God, since without it the only way to maintain 
the language of participation and thus deification is to assert participation in the essence which 
is to fall flat into the error of the Messalians.48 Palamas re-asserts the principle that human 
participation in the divine activity (and not the essence) does not in any way detract from the 
divine simplicity. God gives himself in many and various ways to his creatures (as wisdom, 
goodness, majesty, and so forth) but remains one: “he is not cut up in accordance with each of 
these [energies] but remains whole in respect of each and through each is known as one and 
simple and undivided, everywhere present and active.”49

Far from being an abstract principle in Palamas, divine simplicity underpins and undergirds 
his understanding of participation and deification. This is clearly evident in his vision of the 

42 PG 32 877A.
43 On Faith (PG 31 684AB).
44 PG 32 868CD.
45 PG 32 869A. It must be acknowledged that where Basil uses the precise language of essence and energies, as in 

this passage, he is most likely speaking of the created effects of God. His language of distinction between the essence 
and the “glories of the essence” seems to me more naturally congruent with the Palamite distinction.

46 Dialogue 36 (Chrestou 2, 199) apud Gregory Oration 45.3 (Second Oration on Easter: PG 36 623AB): Οὐ γὰρ 
δὴ τοῦτο φύσις αὐτῷ, ἡ ἁπλότης. Gregory adds that compositeness, similarly, is not the nature of composite things.

47 Dialogue 36 (Chrestou 2, 199).
48 Dialogue 43 (Chrestou 2, 207). Palamas and his circle had themselves been tarred as Messalians by Barlaam.
49 Dialogue 45 (Chrestou 2, 209).
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cosmos. It is because God is simple that the creation as a whole participates in God as a whole. 
God is wholly present in each of his energies; thus to participate in any one of the energies is to 
participate in the whole. The inanimate creation cannot participate in the vivifying power of 
God but does participate in God as a whole by virtue of its being. Irrational animals do not 
participate in God on the level of reason but as living beings they participate in God as a whole. 
Rational beings participate in God as a whole by virtue of their reason even though they do not 
necessarily do so on the level of the spirit. Those rational beings who do participate in God also 
on the level of the spirit participate in his deifying activity and thus participate in God as a 
whole even though, assuredly, they do not participate in the essence, for they remain human by 
nature, not God.50

As Palamas moves towards the dénouement in which the defeated Barlaamite recognises his 
errors and returns to the orthodox faith, the theme of simplicity is magnified and expanded. 
Palamas declares in terms resonant of Anselm that simplicity pertains par excellence to God: 
“If the more powerful are the more simple then the most powerful is the most simple.”51 
Similarly, “He alone is really simple in a superlative way”; “He is the most simple of all things.”52 
At the very crescendo moment of the Dialogue, Palamas produces a paean to divine simplicity 
in which he asserts that God is not only simple but simplicity itself. Angels and rational souls 
are simple to some extent but are such by participation or comparison:

But God is not simple by comparison or participation for he himself is the one who grants 
simplicity to each from himself. Thus he alone is not only perfectly simple but simplicity 
itself. This is also evident when one examines all the divine names, for he is not only living 
and wise and good but goodness and wisdom and life. He possesses all things eternally and 
is able to give all things of himself. In his saving righteousness and as the ruler of all things 
he gives to each his gift in due measure and at the right time. Thus the divine and almighty 
alone is perfectly simple.53

In short, divine simplicity emerges in the Dialogue as an essential bulwark against a whole host of 
heresies (Arianism, Eunomianism, Sabellianism, Messalianism) and as an indispensable underpin-
ning of the principle of deification. God is superlatively simple. Indeed he is simplicity itself, just as 
he is wisdom, goodness, and power itself.

Another work of the same period (winter 1341-42) also centres on the divine simplicity: On 
Divine and Deifying Participation or on Divine and Superlative Simplicity.54 The two-fold title 
re-asserts the intimate connection Palamas makes between deification and divine simplicity. He 
is concerned to refute the idea that participation in uncreated grace necessarily produces an 
inadmissible confusion between the created and uncreated realms in which the whole creation 
is deified. Much of the opusculum is taken up with a general defence of his doctrine of deifica-
tion with the principle of divine simplicity playing an important role. In placing great weight on 
the connection between divine simplicity and deification, Palamas takes a cue from Dionysius 
who had spoken of the divine processions of light (cf. James 1:17) that lead us back “to the 

50 Dialogue 47 (Chrestou 2, 210). For Palamas, union with the essence of God is possibly only on the level of hy-
postasis and is thus restricted to a single instance of the Second Person of Trinity incarnate.

51 Dialogue 53 (Chrestou 2, 215).
52 Dialogue 54 (Chrestou 2, 216).
53 Dialogue 55 (Chrestou 2, 216-17), emphasis mine.
54 In P. Chrestou (et alii), Γρηγορίου τοῦ Παλαμᾶ συγγράμματα, vol. 2, 137-63.
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oneness and deifying simplicity of the Father.”55 This arresting phrase is linked by Palamas to 
the light of the Transfiguration and the light that blinded St. Paul on the road to Damascus. Such 
visions of light, avers Palamas, are not to be taken as visions of only part of God, since God 
cannot be divided into parts. Rather, they are to be interpreted as visions of the whole of God 
(in his energy or activity) who yet remains hidden and incomposite (in his essence): “visible and 
invisible, known and yet unknown, participated in and yet imparticipable.”56

Palamas goes on to repeat the by now familiar charge that it is the Barlaamites and Akindynists 
who truly compromise divine simplicity and in doing so revive the errors of a panoply of here-
tics of old. The essence-energies distinction is, for Palamas, conceivable only within the context 
of divine simplicity. God remains one and simple in both essence and energy. Even as he gives 
himself wholly to those whom he draws to himself, he remains one and simple. As he puts it 
towards the end of the opusculum, the same God is “divided and undivided, united in distinc-
tion and distinct in union, not going out in his processions and ever-moving in his motionless-
ness, shared out yet unshared even as he is wholly participated in.”57 It is a deliberately 
paradoxical but not incoherent vision and its coherence lies precisely in the principle of divine 
simplicity.

The opusculum On Divine and Deifying Participation or on Divine and Superlative Simplicity 
ends with a repeated appeal to Basil’s anti-Eunomian platform. Palamas insists that in distin-
guishing between essence and energy he is in no way compromising the divine simplicity. On 
the contrary, without this distinction it becomes impossible to say anything of God that does not 
in some way compromise the divine simplicity. Eunomius mistakenly applied the notion of 
unbegottenness to the divine essence and in so doing split that which is rightly perfectly simple, 
for unbegottenness does not pertain to the whole of the essence of God.58 Palamas goes on to 
cite Basil’s affirmation that “we know the greatness and power and wisdom of God but not his 
essence.”59 We can speak about such attributes or operations but not about the essence. If we 
apply any of these attributes to the essence we compromise the divine simplicity. To put it 
another way, God is indeed wise and good but he is not wise in precisely the same way as he is 
good. All such appellations must therefore be taken as referring to the multiple operations of the 
perfectly and superlatively simple God.

Other works of this period such as the massive Antirrhetics against Akindynos (1343-44) 
re-present, re-iterate, and re-affirm many of the basic points iterated in the first-flush writings 
explored above, reprising many of the same patristic sources. The Antirrehetics return again 
and again to the topic of divine simplicity. Akindynos’ notion of divine simplicity in which there 
is nothing of God but the essence is seen to revive the errors of Eunomius – detaching from God 
that which is properly to be regarded as God (for Eunomius: the Son; for Akindynos: the ener-
gies). Akindynos is also taxed with reviving all the many and various Christological heresies 
of old by failing to maintain a coherent dialectic of union and distinction. With some inevitable 
repetition, Palamas emphatically refutes Akindynos’ attempt to use the notion of divine sim-
plicity against the essence-energies distinction. And far from simply maintaining a defensive 
posture, Palamas goes very much on the offensive. It is not only the case, he argues, that the 

55 Celestial Hierarchy 1.1 (PG 3 120B). Cited in Palamas, On Divine and Deifying Participation 6 (Chrestou 2, 
141-42). Palamas also takes up this arresting phrase in Triads II.3.42 (ed. Meyendorff [Grégoire Palamas. Défense des 
saints hésychastes (Spicilegium Sacrum Lovaniense: Louvain 1973]), 473).

56 On Divine and Deifying Participation 6 (Chrestou 2, 142).
57 On Divine and Deifying Participation 27 (Chrestou 2, 161).
58 On Divine and Deifying Participation 29 (Chrestou 2, 162) apud Basil, Against Eunomius 2 (PG 29 640BC).
59 On Divine and Deifying Participation 29 (Chrestou 2, 162) apud Basil, Letter 234.1 (PG 32 868C). Basil had 

also spoken here of the goodness and providence of God.
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essence-energies distinction does not damage divine simplicity, but rather the essence-energies 
distinction is an indispensable buttress of a doctrine of divine simplicity that wishes to maintain 
some sense of the superlatively simple God’s involvement in the world. Without that distinction 
any talk of naming, seeing, or experiencing the one and wholly simple God becomes inadmis-
sible and incoherent.

The 150 Chapters on Topics of Natural and Theological Science, and on Ethics and the 
Practical Life, Intended as a Purge for the Barlaamite Corruption (1349-50) take up material 
from the works On Union and Distinction and the Antirrhetics against Akindynos.60 Written at 
a time of relative peace with the Palamite party in the ascendency after the victory of John VI 
Kantakuzene and the defeat of Akindynos at the council of 1347, the Chapters offer a conve-
nient summary of Palamas’ teaching. Compared to some of the earlier works they are relatively 
spare in their references to divine simplicity – doubtless precisely because the battle against 
Akindynos in the matter of divine simplicity had by that point been won.

Chapters 34 is, however, of particular interest, offering an intriguing and decidedly Dionysian 
account of God in which the various attributes of God (goodness, wisdom, life) are seen to be 
possessed not as quality but as essence. For instance, God is rightly described as wise, not as 
having wisdom but as being wisdom itself – and as transcending wisdom. In God the distinction 
between life, wisdom, goodness and so forth collapses: “for that goodness embraces all things 
comprehensively, unitively, and in utter simplicity.”61 We speak of God as wisdom and good-
ness and life by virtue of his energies directed towards the creation. But as we are drawn closer 
to God we are drawn closer to the absolute oneness of transcendent goodness, to the “unitive 
and supernatural simplicity.” In Chapters 120, Palamas explains further that terms such as 
“wisdom, goodness, and all the rest” allow us to name the essence on the basis of the energies.62 
In other words, far from separating the essence from the energies, the energies are precisely the 
essence revealed.

The topic of divine simplicity re-surfaces in the controversy with Nikephoros Gregoras and 
at a time when the Palamite ascendency was somewhat rocked by the deposition in late 1354 of 
its imperial patron John VI Kantakuzene.63 This particular debate tended to centre on the char-
acter of the light of Thabor. Akindynos had been hard to pin down on this point, whereas 
Gregoras blithely declared it merely created – a move that played straight into Gregory’s hands. 
Divine simplicity crops up several times in the exchange but without any substantial develop-
ment in Palamas’ basic positions.

In sum, Palamas’ doctrine of divine simplicity emerges – especially from the white heat of 
the controversy with Akindynos – as an indispensable component of his theological vision. 
Palamas presents his teaching as in perfect continuity with the preceding patristic and conciliar 
tradition. He does so with some justice even if, as he himself acknowledges, this involves some 
unpacking or unfolding of that tradition. He also presents the alternatives proposed by his ene-
mies as opening the door to a whole host of heresies of old – again with some justice if also with 
some deliberate misrepresentation.

In Palamas’ account, divine simplicity pertains both to the essence and energy of God. God 
remains one and simple even as he reveals himself in his multiple operations. God is not only 
simple but superlatively simple and indeed simplicity itself. He does not only have simplicity 

60 Saint Gregory Palamas, The One Hundred and Fifty Chapters, ed. Robert Sinkewicz (Toronto: Pontifical 
Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1988).

61 Sinkewicz (ed.), 118.
62 Sinkewicz (ed.), 220-22.
63 See his Against Gregoras (1355-57). In Chrestou (et alii), Γρηγορίου τοῦ Παλαμᾶ συγγράμματα, vol. 4 

(Thessaloniki 1970), 231-377.
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but is simplicity. Simplicity pertains to the essence but is actualised and made known in the 
energies. God himself in his divine essence transcends even his self-existence as simplicity. But 
this does not, to repeat, mean that simplicity belongs only to the energy and not to the essence. 
On the contrary, the actualisation of divine simplicity reveals the simplicity of the essence even 
as the essence itself remains necessarily beyond all appellation and denomination.

In Palamas’ account not only is divine simplicity safeguarded but it is also shown to be inti-
mately and organically bound up with the essence-energies distinction. No truly participatory 
account of the relation between the creation and the creator is possible, argues Palamas, without 
the twin doctrines of divine simplicity and the essence-energies distinction. Without the 
Palamite distinction, divine simplicity risks becoming a philosophical abstraction that excludes 
any real divine-human communion. The teaching of St. Gregory Palamas is, as Georges 
Florovsky put it, pre-eminently a “theology of facts.”64

But the facts of divine-human communion are necessarily baffling. A certain level of para-
dox and antinomy is inevitable in presenting and defending these facts. But I do not hold that 
this amounts to any sort of incoherence or fundamental inconsistency on Palamas’ part. I have 
proposed three chief interpretative keys to assist appreciation of Palamas’ understanding of the 
essence-energies distinction within the context of divine simplicity: the Dionysian dialectic of 
union and distinction; the Sixth Ecumenical Council’s teaching on essence and energy; and the 
Cappadocian distinction between the divine essence and the glories that pertain to the essence.

All this brings me to some comment on the nature of the distinction proposed by Palamas – 
one that not only safeguards divine simplicity but which is inseparably bound up with the notion 
of divine simplicity. I call the distinction “actual” in that it is not merely conceptual or episte-
mological even though it can be described in conceptual and epistemological terms in some 
circumstances. But I avoid the term “real” so as to avoid misleading conflation with a mediae-
val Latin distinctio realis in which the distinguished entities are clearly separate. Palamas’ 
distinction does not propose or allow any form of separation. On the contrary, it explicitly 
appropriates the logic of Chalcedon in allowing distinction while specifically excluding separa-
tion. Indeed it seems to me that there is little to be gained from associating Palamas’ distinction 
with any of the many distinctions proposed within medieval Latin scholasticism. There is a long 
history of such attempts going back to the Byzantine era: George-Gennadios Scholarios made 
use of Duns Scotus’ formal distinction in his articulation of Palamite teaching.65 Possible con-
nections and parallels with Scotus’ teaching have been pursued by Martin Jugie, Sebastian 
Guichardan, and, more recently, John Demetracopoulos.66 To my mind the most successful of 
such attempts is that of Antoine Lévy, who makes a persuasive case for viewing the Palamite 
distinction as a distinctio rationis cum fundamento in re.67 But I think we need to go beyond the 
search for Latin parallels. The Palamite distinction requires explication principally in terms of 
its own tradition, in terms of the Greek patristic and conciliar tradition inherited within the 

64 Georges Florovsky, “St Gregory Palamas and the Tradition of the Fathers,” Sobornost 4 (1961): 176.
65 See Marcus Plested, Orthodox Readings of Aquinas, 133.
66 Martin Jugie, “Palamite, Controverse,” 1799-1802; Sébastien Guichardan, Le problème de la simplicité divine 

en Orient et en Occident aux XIVe et XVe siècles: Grégoire Palamas, Duns Scot, Georges Scholarios; étude de théol-
ogie comparée (Lyon: Anciens Établissements Legendre, 1933); and John Demetracopoulos, “Palamas transformed: 
Palamite interpretations of the distinction between God’s ‘essence’ and ‘energies’ in Late Byzantium,” in Greeks, 
Latins, and Intellectual History 1204–1500, ed. Martin Hinterberger and Chris Schabel (Louvain: Peeters, 2011), 
263–72. In this context I should also like to give an honourable mention to Mark Spencer’s “The Flexibility of Divine 
Simplicity: Aquinas, Scotus, Palamas,” International Philosophical Quarterly 57, no. 2 (2017): 123-139. Spencer finds 
that Scotus provides the closest Western analogue to Palamas (ibid., 130).

67 Antoine Levy, “Lost in translation? Diakrisis kat’epinoian as a main issue in the discussions between 
fourteenth-century Palamites and Thomists,” The Thomist 76 (2012): 431–47.
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Byzantines’ own, very different, scholastic tradition – one that was governed and shaped by 
mystical experience and ascetic practice. We should start by thinking of Palamas not only as a 
theologian of divine distinction but also as a theologian of divine union – or rather as a theolo-
gian of divine union and distinction. We should also recognise that the doctrine of divine sim-
plicity constitutes the very warp of Palamite theology. Palamas will not consider the distinction 
without simultaneously considering the union – much as his namesake of Nazianzus found it 
impossible to conceive of the divine unity without turning immediately to the divine Trinity of 
persons (and vice versa).68 To end, let me propose that the Palamite distinction between the 
undivided essence and energies of the perfectly simple God be understood as a distinction that 
unites, or, if Latin it must be, a distinctio unificans.

68 Cf. Oration 40.41 (On Baptism: PG 36 417B): “No sooner do I conceive of the one than I am illumined by the 
splendour of the three; no sooner do I distinguish them than I am carried back to the one.”


