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Abstract

This article reinterprets the fourteenth-century hesychast controversy as a conflict of
cultural paradigms rather than a purely doctrinal dispute. By examining the theology
of divine energies and Byzantine rationalism, it argues that the debate concerned
competing models of rationality, authority, and human formation, with enduring
implications for contemporary Orthodox theology and culture.

Introduction

The fourteenth-century Hesychast controversy has traditionally been
interpreted primarily as a doctrinal dispute concerning the distinction between
divine essence and energies, the nature of contemplation, and the
epistemological status of mystical experience in Byzantine theology.t Such an
approach, while indispensable, risks obscuring a deeper and more
comprehensive dimension of the conflict: namely, the hesychast debate can be
interpreted as constituting a far-reaching dispute over the meaning of culture,
rationality, and the proper form of human participation in divine and ecclesial

! John Meyendorft, Byzantine Hesychasm: Historical, Theological and Social Problems
(London: Variorum Reprints, 1974), pp. 3—15.
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life.2 At stake was not merely a technical theological question, but what may be
read as the very grammar of knowledge, language, and spiritual formation
within late Byzantine society.

From the outset, the controversy revealed a tension between two
divergent conceptions of logos and theoria. On the one hand stood the
hesychast synthesis articulated most fully by Gregory Palamas, rooted in
patristic theology, ascetical praxis, and the experiential epistemology of
prayer.30n the other stood a form of Byzantine intellectualism, represented
paradigmatically by Barlaam of Calabria, which privileged discursive reason,
classical paideia, and philosophical demonstration as the normative criteria of
truth.4 The resulting conflict may be understood as exposing a profound
disagreement over whether culture itself is constituted primarily by rational
mastery or by participatory communion.

Recent scholarship has increasingly recognized that the hesychast
controversy cannot be reduced to a narrowly defined dogmatic quarrel.5 Rather,
it unfolded within a complex cultural matrix shaped by the transmission of
ancient philosophy, the educational institutions of late Byzantium, monastic
reform movements, and the pressures of political and ecclesial instability.6 The
debate thus functioned as a crucible in which competing models of culture—
understood as the formation of perception, language, and communal identity—
were tested and contested.

The relevance of this question extends well beyond the confines of
Byzantine studies. Modern Orthodox theology has repeatedly returned to the
Palamite synthesis as a resource for articulating a non-reductionist account of

2 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1976), pp. 67-90.

? Gregory Palamas, The Triads, ed. John Meyendorff, trans. Nicholas Gendle (New York:
Paulist Press, 1983), I.1.

* Steven Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1970), pp. 45-63.

* Andrew Louth, Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic,
2013), pp. 93—-110.

% Hans-Georg Beck, Church and Theology in the Byzantine Empire (London: Variorum, 1989),
pp. 145-162.
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reason, experience, and culture.” At the same time, Western theological and
philosophical receptions of Palamas have often framed the controversy in terms
that obscure its cultural and anthropological stakes.8 A reassessment of the
hesychast debate as a dispute over the meaning of culture is therefore both
historically necessary and theologically fruitful.

The modern study of the hesychast controversy was decisively shaped by
the critical editions of Palamas’s works and the synodal documents of the
fourteenth century. The publication of Gregorii Palamae Opera under the
auspices of the Corpus Christianorum established a reliable textual basis for
scholarly analysis.9 These editions were complemented by the careful
reconstruction of the Constantinopolitan synods of 1341, 1347, and 1351, which
clarified the ecclesial reception of Palamite theology.1©

Among twentieth-century interpreters, John Meyendorff’s seminal
studies framed Palamism as a coherent theological vision grounded in the
patristic tradition rather than an idiosyncratic innovation.** Vladimir Lossky
further radicalized this insight by situating the essence—energies distinction at
the heart of Orthodox theology as such.!2 In a different register, Hans-Georg
Beck and Steven Runciman emphasized the broader cultural and political
dimensions of the controversy, though often without fully integrating them into
a systematic theological analysis.!3

Subsequent scholarship has developed along several identifiable lines.
One influential approach has emphasized the mystical and apophatic character
of hesychasm, sometimes portraying it in sharp opposition to rational

7 Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
2006), pp. 121-148.

¥ A. N. Williams, The Ground of Union (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 1-22.
? Gregorii Palamae Opera, vols. 1-5, ed. V. Laurent et al. (Turnhout: Brepols, 1959-1988).

1% John Meyendorff, “The Byzantine Legacy in the Orthodox Church,” St Viadimir’s
Theological Quarterly 14 (1970): 165-176.

" Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology (New York: Fordham University Press, 1979), pp. 135-170.
12 Lossky, Mystical Theology, pp. 141-158.

3 Runciman, Last Byzantine Renaissance, pp. 75-101.
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theology.4 A second, more nuanced line—often described as “neo-Palamite”—
has sought to articulate a constructive synthesis of reason and experience
grounded in the doctrine of divine energies.!5 A third line has critically
reassessed the category of “Byzantine rationalism,” questioning whether it
adequately captures the intellectual commitments of figures such as Barlaam.6

In recent decades, Anglophone scholarship has increasingly explored the
philosophical implications of Palamas’s thought. David Bradshaw’s work on the
concept of energeia has been particularly influential in situating Palamism
within a broader history of metaphysics.”7Andrew Louth and Aristotle
Papanikolaou have further emphasized the ecclesial and liturgical contexts of
Palamite theology.8 More recent contributions have examined the controversy
through the lenses of phenomenology, theological aesthetics, and cultural
hermeneutics.?9

Importantly, over the last five years a growing number of studies have
revisited hesychasm in relation to questions of modernity, rationality, and
cultural identity, particularly within Orthodox contexts in North America and
Europe.2° These works underscore the continued relevance of the fourteenth-
century debate, while also revealing a persistent lacuna: the absence of a
sustained analysis of the hesychast controversy explicitly framed as a dispute
over the meaning of culture itself.

4 Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995),
pp- 21-38.

15 John Zizioulas, Being as Communion (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985),
pp. 49-65.

1 Paul L. Gavrilyuk, “The Reception of Dionysius in Byzantium,” Modern Theology 24
(2008): 585-606.

17 David Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004),
pp. 215-242.

'8 Andrew Louth, “The Reception of Palamas in the West,” Modern Theology 31 (2015): 123—
140.

1% Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being, trans. Thomas Carlson (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2012), pp. 27-54.

20 Sotiris Mitralexis, Ever-Moving Repose (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2017), pp. 89—112.
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Despite the richness of existing scholarship, the cultural dimension of
the hesychast controversy remains under-theorized. Studies frequently
acknowledge the presence of divergent intellectual and spiritual sensibilities,
yet rarely conceptualize these differences in terms of competing models of
culture, formation, and rationality.2! This article seeks to address that gap.

The central thesis advanced here is that the hesychast controversy
should be understood as a conflict between two paradigms of culture: one
grounded in participatory, liturgically mediated knowledge of God, and the
other oriented toward discursive rationality shaped by classical paideia. On this
basis, the article poses the following research questions: (1) How do Palamas
and his opponents implicitly define the nature and limits of human rationality?
(2) In what sense does Palamite theology propose an alternative cultural logic
rather than a rejection of reason as such? (3) How does the doctrine of divine
energies function as a cultural as well as a theological principle?

Methodologically, the study employs a hermeneutics of sources
grounded in close analysis of Greek texts, including Palamas’s Triads and the
synodal tomoi.22 This philological and theological analysis is complemented by
patristic exegesis, comparative theological reflection, and discourse analysis
focusing on key conceptual terms such as logos, etkon, hypostasis, and
energeia.23 Such a multi-layered approach is warranted by the intrinsically
integrative character of Byzantine theology, in which doctrine, spirituality, and
culture form an organic whole.

This study does not claim that fourteenth-century Byzantine (more
precisely, Roman) actors explicitly conceptualized the hesychast controversy in

” <«

terms of “culture,” “paradigms,” or competing models of rationality in the
modern theoretical sense. Rather, these categories are employed here as
heuristic and interpretive tools designed to render explicit the implicit

anthropological, epistemological, and formational commitments operative

2! Brandon Gallaher, “Hesychasm and Culture,” St Viadimir’s Theological Quarterly 64
(2020): 245-270.

22 Palamas, Triads, 11.3.

2 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University Press, 1976),
pp. 17-35.
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within the debate. The analysis proceeds on the assumption—widely accepted
in contemporary patristic and Byzantine scholarship—that theological disputes
in late Byzantium were inseparable from broader questions of paideia, tropos
zoes, and the formation of ecclesial life, even when such questions were not
thematized as “cultural” in explicit terms. Accordingly, references to culture,
rationality, authority, or “hegemony” should be read not as retrojections of
modern secular concepts onto medieval sources, but as analytically disciplined
attempts to articulate the internal logic and stakes of the controversy as they
emerge from close engagement with the primary texts and their historical
context. This approach seeks neither to collapse historical description into
contemporary critique nor to reduce theology to sociology, but to illuminate the
integrative character of Byzantine theological reasoning, in which doctrine,
practice, and human formation were understood as mutually implicative. In
this vein, Barlaam is treated as one significant trajectory within late Byzantine
intellectual culture, selectively conversant with certain Western philosophical
methods, yet not a “scholastic” thinker in any strict sense, rather than as an
exhaustive representative of Byzantine rationalism as such. Finally, where the
mid-fourteenth-century synods are said to “reorder” cultural authority, this is
intended in a theological sense: the decisions do not imply the suppression of
philosophical paideia, but its reorientation within an ecclesial hierarchy of
knowing ordered toward participation and transformation.

The Hesychast Controversy and the Question of Culture

The fourteenth-century hesychast controversy is frequently described in
modern scholarship as a dispute concerning mystical prayer and the
epistemological status of religious experience.24 While such descriptions
capture an essential dimension of the debate, they remain insufficient insofar as
they fail to account for the broader cultural horizon within which the
controversy unfolded. Hesychasm, as defended by Gregory Palamas, did not
merely articulate a method of prayer or a theology of contemplation; it
presupposed and enacted a specific understanding of culture as the holistic

#* John Meyendorff, Byzantine Hesychasm: Historical, Theological and Social Problems
(London: Variorum Reprints, 1974), pp. 25-41.
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formation of the human person in relation to God, the Church, and the created
order.25

In the Byzantine context, culture (paideia, tropos zoés) was never a
neutral domain. It denoted a normative vision of what it meant to be human,
rational, and ecclesial.2® The hesychast insistence on embodied prayer, ascetical
discipline, and experiential knowledge of God therefore constituted a challenge
to intellectual models of culture that prioritized discursive reasoning and
classical education as the highest expressions of human flourishing.27 The
controversy may be seen as crystallizing a fundamental question: whether
culture is grounded in rational mastery or in transformative participation.

Barlaam of Calabria’s critique of hesychasm emerged from a distinctive
synthesis of classical philosophy and Byzantine humanism. Educated in both
Eastern rhetorical traditions and selectively conversant with certain Western
scholastic debates, Barlaam may be read as representing one form of Byzantine
rationalism that privileged discursive reason and philosophical
demonstration.28 For Barlaam, claims to direct knowledge of God through
prayer risked collapsing theology into irrationalism or enthusiasm, thereby
undermining the cultural authority of philosophy and education.29

This position was not marginal within late Byzantine society. On the
contrary, it reflected a widespread confidence in logos as the defining feature of
human identity and cultural achievement.3° The hesychast controversy
therefore cannot be understood apart from the prestige accorded to

2 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1976), pp. 131-150.

% Hans-Georg Beck, Church and Theology in the Byzantine Empire (London: Variorum, 1989),
pp- 98-115.

2" Andrew Louth, Greek East and Latin West (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2007), pp. 203-221.

% Steven Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970), pp. 33-56.

2% Barlaam of Calabria, cited in Gregory Palamas, The Triads, trans. Nicholas Gendle (New
York: Paulist Press, 1983), I.1.

3% Anthony Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007),
pp. 287-305.
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philosophical paideia, rhetoric, and scientific inquiry in fourteenth-century
Constantinople. The conflict between Barlaam and Palamas exposed a fault line
within Byzantine culture (i.e., Roman) itself: the tension between reason as
autonomous cultural norm and reason as transformed through ascetical and
liturgical participation.3t

Against this background, Gregory Palamas did not reject reason or
philosophical inquiry as such. Rather, he sought to reconfigure rationality by
situating it within a broader theological and ecclesial horizon.32 Central to this
reconfiguration was the distinction between divine essence (ousia) and energies
(energeiai), which allowed Palamas to affirm both the transcendence of God
and the real participation of human beings in divine life.33

The doctrine of divine energies functioned not only as a metaphysical
clarification but also as a cultural principle. It articulated a vision of knowledge
in which truth is not exhausted by conceptual representation but is realized
through communion and transformation.34 In this sense, Palamas proposed an
alternative cultural logic—one in which ascetic practice, liturgical life, and
theological reflection form an integrated whole.35 Rational discourse remains
indispensable, yet it is purified and oriented toward participation rather than
domination.

A decisive feature of the hesychast vision of culture is its insistence on
embodiment. Hesychast prayer involves the body, the senses, and the rhythms
of communal worship.3¢ This embodied dimension was a point of scandal for
Barlaam, who regarded bodily techniques of prayer as philosophically naive and

3! David Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004),
pp- 229-240.

32 Gregory Palamas, The Triads, 1.2.

33 John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology (New York: Fordham University Press, 1979), pp.
141-156.

** Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
2006), pp. 137-160.

35 Andrew Louth, “The Place of Palamas in the History of Christian Theology,” St Viadimir’s
Theological Quarterly 53 (2009): 341-355.

36 Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995),
pp. 79-96.
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culturally regressive.3” Yet for Palamas, embodiment was not an obstacle to
rationality but its fulfillment, insofar as the human person is a psychosomatic
unity called to glorify God in both soul and body.38

By defending the legitimacy of embodied prayer and experiential
knowledge of God, Palamas implicitly challenged intellectualist models of
culture that marginalized ascetical and liturgical practices. The hesychast
controversy thus raised enduring questions about the relationship between
theology and culture: Can culture be truly human if it excludes transformation
of the whole person? Is rationality complete apart from communion? These
questions continue to resonate in contemporary theological debates,
particularly in contexts where Orthodox theology engages modern secular
rationality.39

The Theology of Divine Energies as a Cultural Paradigm

The Palamite distinction between divine essence (ousia) and divine
energies (energeiai) has often been approached as a solution to a narrowly
defined metaphysical problem: how to affirm both the absolute transcendence
of God and the genuine participation of creatures in divine life.4°c While this
doctrinal clarification is indispensable, it does not exhaust the significance of
Palamas’s theological intervention. The distinction functions simultaneously as
a cultural logic, shaping the very conditions under which knowledge, language,
and human formation are possible within the life of the Church.

In Palamas’s thought, energeia does not denote a secondary or created
mediation between God and the world. Rather, it names God’s own living and
communicative presence, irreducible to conceptual abstraction.4! This

37 Steven Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renaissance, pp. 61-67

38 John Zizioulas, Being as Communion (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985),
pp. 54-72.

3% Brandon Gallaher, “Hesychasm and Modernity,” St Viadimir’s Theological Quarterly 64
(2020): 251-268.

40 John Meyendorft, Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes (New York:
Fordham University Press, 1979), pp. 135-148.

*1 Gregory Palamas, The Triads, ed. John Meyendorff, trans. Nicholas Gendle (New York:
Paulist Press, 1983), I1.3.
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theological claim carries profound cultural implications: it relativizes any
model of culture grounded exclusively in intellectual mastery or discursive
clarity and reorients human rationality toward participation, transformation,
and communion.42 Culture, in this perspective, is not the accumulation of
knowledge but the gradual transfiguration of perception and desire.

A decisive feature of Palamite theology is its reconfiguration of
epistemology. Against the assumption, shared by much Byzantine humanism,
that knowledge is fundamentally representational, Palamas insists that true
knowledge of God is participatory and relational.43 The divine energies are not
objects of cognition but modes of divine self-communication, accessible
through purification, illumination, and union (katharsis, photismos, henosis).44

This epistemological framework challenges the cultural prestige of purely
discursive reason without lapsing into irrationalism. Palamas repeatedly
affirms the legitimacy of philosophical reasoning within its proper limits, yet
denies its capacity to function as the ultimate arbiter of theological truth.4s
Reason, when detached from ascetical and ecclesial formation, becomes
culturally hegemonic, imposing its own criteria upon realities that exceed
conceptual grasp. The theology of divine energies can be read as establishing a
hierarchy of knowing ordered toward communion. .46

The cultural significance of the theology of divine energies becomes
especially clear when considered in relation to praxis. For Palamas, theology is
inseparable from ascetical practice, not as a methodological concession but as
an ontological necessity.4” The human person is constituted through practices

2 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1976), pp. 155-170.

* David Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West: Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 241-260.

4 Palamas, Triads, 111.1.

4> John Meyendorft, Byzantine Hesychasm: Historical, Theological and Social Problems
(London: Variorum Reprints, 1974), pp. 97-113.

4 Andrew Louth, “The Place of Palamas in the History of Christian Theology,” St Viadimir’s
Theological Quarterly 53 (2009): 347-360.

47 Gregory Palamas, Defense of the Holy Hesychasts, in The Philokalia, vol. 4 (London: Faber
& Faber, 1995), pp. 329-341.
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that shape attention, desire, and embodiment. Culture, accordingly, is always
performative before it is theoretical.

Hesychast praxis, fasting, watchfulness (népsis), liturgical participation,
and the prayer of the heart, forms a concrete cultural matrix within which
theological truth becomes intelligible.48 The divine energies are encountered
not through speculative ascent but through the gradual reorientation of the
whole person toward God. This vision stands in sharp contrast to cultural
models that treat practice as secondary to theory or regard embodiment as an
impediment to rationality.49

Another crucial dimension of the Palamite cultural paradigm concerns
language. Palamas is acutely aware of the limits of theological discourse and
repeatedly emphasizes the analogical and apophatic character of doctrinal
formulations.5° The distinction between essence and energies can be
interpreted as functioning as a cultural logic shaping knowledge and
formation.s!

This linguistic restraint has cultural consequences. It resists the
temptation to absolutize theological language as a form of symbolic control and
instead situates doctrine within a liturgical and ascetical horizon.52 Theological
concepts function as guides toward participation, not as substitutes for it. In
this sense, Palamite theology embodies a cultural ethos of humility, receptivity,
and openness to transformation.

When viewed through this lens, the theology of divine energies emerges
as a sustained critique of cultural rationalism. By insisting that the highest form
of knowledge is inseparable from communion, Palamas exposes the inadequacy

8 Kallistos Ware, The Orthodox Way (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1995),
pp- 96-112.

* Hans-Georg Beck, Church and Theology in the Byzantine Empire (London: Variorum, 1989),
pp. 162-175.

0 Palamas, Triads, 1.3.
3! Jean-Claude Larchet, La théologie des énergies divines (Paris: Cerf, 2010), pp. 201-224

52 Andrew Louth, Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2013), pp. 109-124.
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of cultural paradigms that equate rational autonomy with human fulfillment.53
Such paradigms, while capable of remarkable intellectual achievements, risk
fragmenting the human person by severing reason from worship, practice, and
communal life.

The hesychast controversy thus reveals itself as a conflict not between
reason and mysticism, but between competing visions of culture. One vision
privileges mastery, abstraction, and individual intellectual achievement; the
other emphasizes participation, transformation, and ecclesial belonging.54 The
doctrine of divine energies stands at the center of this conflict, articulating a
theological grammar capable of sustaining a culture ordered toward
communion rather than control.

Byzantine Rationalism Reconsidered: Barlaam, Paideia, and
Cultural Authority

The designation “Byzantine rationalism” has long functioned as a
convenient but imprecise category in the interpretation of the hesychast
controversy.55 While it captures certain intellectual tendencies characteristic of
late Byzantine humanism, it risks obscuring the internal diversity and cultural
ambitions of figures such as Barlaam of Calabria. A more careful analysis
reveals that Barlaam’s position was not simply anti-mystical or reductively
rationalist, but rather grounded in a coherent vision of culture ordered around
philosophical paideia, rhetorical competence, and demonstrative knowledge.5¢

Byzantine rationalism, in this sense, should be understood not as the
rejection of theology, but as an attempt to secure theology’s cultural legitimacy
by aligning it with the norms of classical education and philosophical

33 Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God: Trinity, Apophaticism, and Divine—Human
Communion (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), pp. 149

> Brandon Gallaher, “Hesychasm and Cultural Rationality,” St Viadimir’s Theological
Quarterly 64 (2020): 269-288.

>3 Steven Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970), pp. 29-44.

% Hans-Georg Beck, Church and Theology in the Byzantine Empire (London: Variorum, 1989),
pp. 116-134.
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discourse.5” Barlaam’s objections to hesychasm thus emerge from a concern for
cultural authority: who has the right to define knowledge, and by what criteria
theological claims may be judged credible within an educated society.58

Barlaam’s intellectual formation was shaped by a complex interaction
between Greek philosophical traditions and Western scholastic methods.59 His
familiarity with Aristotelian logic, Neoplatonic metaphysics, and mathematical
sciences informed a conception of rationality that prized clarity,
demonstrability, and conceptual rigor.6© Within this framework, claims to
immediate experience of God appeared epistemologically suspect and culturally
destabilizing.

Barlaam’s critique of hesychast prayer must therefore be situated within
his broader cultural project. He sought to articulate a vision of Byzantine
culture capable of engaging both the Latin West and the heritage of classical
antiquity on equal intellectual terms.®! From this perspective, hesychasm
seemed to threaten the credibility of Byzantine theology by subordinating
reason to subjective experience and ascetical technique.®2Barlaam’s resistance
was thus as much cultural as theological, reflecting anxiety over the
marginalization of philosophical paideia within ecclesial life.

Central to Barlaam’s position was a strong commitment to
demonstrative knowledge (apodeixis) as the normative form of rational
discourse. Influenced by Aristotelian epistemology, he maintained that genuine
knowledge must be grounded in universal principles accessible to reason.®3 The

3" Anthony Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007),
pp- 273-286.

38 John Meyendorff, Byzantine Hesychasm: Historical, Theological and Social Problems
(London: Variorum Reprints, 1974), pp. 63-78.

% Deno John Geanakoplos, Byzantine East and Latin West (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966), pp. 145—
162.

5 David Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004),
pp- 201-214.

8! Runciman, Last Byzantine Renaissance, pp. 52—69.

82 Gregory Palamas, The Triads, ed. John Meyendorff, trans. Nicholas Gendle (New York:
Paulist Press, 1983), I.1.

8 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 1.2, cited in Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West, pp. 185-193.
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hesychast claim to experiential knowledge of God appeared to violate this
epistemic norm by privileging particular, non-repeatable experiences over
universally communicable truths.

This epistemological stance carried significant cultural implications. If
logos—understood as discursive rationality—constitutes the highest expression
of human nature, then culture itself must be organized around education,
rhetoric, and philosophical debate.®4 In such a framework, ascetical practices
and liturgical experience are at best preparatory and at worst obstacles to
intellectual maturity. Barlaam’s polemic against hesychasm thus reveals a
hierarchical ordering of cultural practices that privileges intellectual elites as
custodians of truth.6s

Gregory Palamas’s response to Barlaam does not reject the value of
rational inquiry but challenges its claim to cultural and theological autonomy.%6
Palamas repeatedly affirms that reason is a divine gift, yet insists that its proper
function is realized only within the context of purification and communion.
Detached from ascetical transformation, reason becomes self-referential and
culturally oppressive, imposing its criteria upon realities that exceed its
competence.67

The Palamite critique thus exposes a fundamental tension within
Byzantine rationalism: its aspiration to universality conflicts with the
particularity of ecclesial and ascetical life. By insisting that theological truth
cannot be reduced to demonstrative propositions, Palamas relativizes the
cultural authority of philosophical paideia without abolishing it.68 Reason is
reintegrated into a broader economy of participation, where knowledge is
inseparable from sanctification.

6 Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium, pp. 301-317.
8 Beck, Church and Theology, pp. 135-142
% Palamas, Triads, 11.2.

57 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1976), pp. 167-180.

68 Andrew Louth, “The Reception of Palamas in the West,” Modern Theology 31 (2015): 129—
145.
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The synodal decisions of the mid-fourteenth century did more than
resolve a theological dispute; they effectively redefined the locus of cultural
authority within Byzantine Christianity.®9 By affirming the legitimacy of
hesychast theology and practice, the Church endorsed a vision of culture in
which ascetical and liturgical formation occupy a central role. This decision did
not marginalize philosophy but subordinated it to a participatory epistemology
oriented toward communion with God.7° This subordination should be
understood as a reordering of theological priorities rather than as the cultural
suppression of philosophical education, which continued to flourish within late
Byzantine intellectual life.

The hesychast controversy thus culminated in a reconfiguration of
Byzantine culture. Authority was no longer vested primarily in philosophical
expertise but in a form of wisdom embodied in prayer, holiness, and ecclesial
discernment.”* This outcome challenges modern assumptions that equate
rational autonomy with cultural progress and invites renewed reflection on the
relationship between theology, culture, and rationality in both historical and
contemporary contexts.

The Hesychast Controversy as a Conflict of Cultural Paradigms

When viewed in its full historical and theological context, the hesychast
controversy appears not merely as a doctrinal dispute resolved by synodal
authority, but as a profound confrontation between competing cultural
paradigms.”2 The disagreement between Gregory Palamas and Barlaam of
Calabria articulated, at a deeper level, divergent answers to the question of how
human beings are formed, how truth is known, and how authority is constituted
within the Church and society.

% John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology (New York: Fordham University Press, 1979), pp.
159-171.

7 Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press,
2006), pp. 171-188.

! Brandon Gallaher, “Hesychasm and Cultural Authority,” St Viadimir’s Theological Quarterly
64 (2020): 289-307.

72 John Meyendorff, Byzantine Hesychasm: Historical, Theological and Social Problems
(London: Variorum Reprints, 1974), pp. 117-132.
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Both sides of the controversy operated with implicit cultural grammars.
These grammars shaped their understanding of reason, experience, language,
and embodiment, long before explicit theological arguments were advanced.”3
The hesychast controversy thus functioned as a moment of cultural self-
interpretation for late Byzantium, forcing the Church to discern which model of
human formation was compatible with its theological and liturgical inheritance.

At the heart of the conflict lay two distinct paradigms of culture. The
first, exemplified by Barlaam and his intellectual milieu, may be described as a
paradigm of mastery.74 Culture, in this view, is constituted by the disciplined
acquisition of knowledge through education, rhetoric, and philosophical
demonstration. Truth is secured through conceptual clarity and
communicability, and authority is vested in those trained in the arts of
discourse.

The second paradigm, articulated by Palamas and the hesychast
tradition, is a paradigm of participation.”s Here culture is not primarily a
cognitive achievement but a process of transformation effected through
ascetical practice, liturgical life, and communion with God. Knowledge is
relational and participatory, and authority emerges from holiness and ecclesial
discernment rather than intellectual credentials alone.

These paradigms are not simply alternative preferences but mutually
incompatible visions of what it means to be human.. The hesychast controversy
may thus be interpreted as representing a decisive moment in which the Church
was compelled to choose between rival accounts of rationality, embodiment,
and cultural formation. 76

3 Hans-Georg Beck, Church and Theology in the Byzantine Empire (London: Variorum, 1989),
pp. 176-190.

™ Steven Runciman, The Last Byzantine Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1970), pp. 69-86.

> Gregory Palamas, The Triads, ed. John Meyendorft, trans. Nicholas Gendle (New York:
Paulist Press, 1983), I11.2.

" David Bradshaw, Aristotle East and West: Metaphysics and the Division of Christendom
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 261-275.
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One of the most significant dimensions of this conflict concerns the locus
of authority. In the rationalist paradigm, authority is grounded in
demonstrative knowledge and institutional recognition of intellectual
competence.”” By contrast, the hesychast paradigm locates authority within the
life of the Church as a community of discernment guided by the Holy Spirit.

Palamas’s defense of experiential knowledge of God does not elevate
private experience to an absolute norm. Rather, it situates experience within
the shared practices and doctrinal boundaries of the ecclesial community.78 The
synodal affirmation of Palamite theology thus represents not a victory of
subjectivism but a reaffirmation of the Church’s capacity to judge truth through
the convergence of doctrine, holiness, and lived tradition.”9

The outcome of the hesychast controversy necessitates a rethinking of
rationality itself. The Palamite paradigm does not abolish reason but reorders
it, integrating discursive thought into a larger economy of participation.8°
Rationality is no longer defined by autonomy and abstraction but by its capacity
to serve communion and transformation.

This reconfiguration has far-reaching cultural implications. It challenges
modern narratives that identify cultural maturity with the progressive
emancipation of reason from religious practice.8!Instead, the hesychast
synthesis proposes a vision in which rationality finds its fulfillment within
liturgical, ascetical, and communal forms of life. Culture, in this light, becomes
the space in which truth is enacted rather than merely contemplated.

" Anthony Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007),
pp- 317-331.

8 Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1976), pp. 181-195.

" John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes (New York:
Fordham University Press, 1979), pp. 171-184.

8% Andrew Louth, Greek East and Latin West (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
2007), pp. 221-238.

81 Jean-Luc Marion, God Without Being, trans. Thomas A. Carlson (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2012), pp. 71-94.
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The interpretation of the hesychast controversy as a conflict of cultural
paradigms has significant implications for contemporary theology. In pluralistic
societies shaped by competing rationalities, Orthodox theology continues to
negotiate its relationship with dominant cultural forms.82 The Palamite
synthesis offers a critical resource for this task, providing a framework for
engaging modern culture without capitulating to reductive conceptions of
reason or experience.

By affirming participation over mastery, communion over autonomy,
and transformation over control, the hesychast paradigm articulates a vision of
culture that remains both countercultural and profoundly human.83 The
fourteenth-century controversy thus emerges not as a closed historical episode
but as an enduring theological event whose cultural stakes remain unresolved
and urgently relevant.

Implications for Contemporary Orthodox Theology and Culture

Interpreting the hesychast controversy as a conflict of cultural paradigms
allows the fourteenth-century debate to emerge as a living theological resource
rather than a closed historical episode.84 The issues at stake—rationality,
authority, embodiment, and participation—remain central to contemporary
Orthodox theology as it engages modern and late-modern cultural contexts.
The Palamite synthesis offers not a ready-made solution but a critical
framework for discernment, enabling Orthodox theology to navigate between
uncritical accommodation to dominant cultural rationalities and reactionary
withdrawal from cultural engagement.

In contemporary contexts, particularly in North America, Orthodox
theology is increasingly called upon to articulate its intellectual credibility while

82 Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God: Trinity, Apophaticism, and Divine—Human
Communion (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), pp. 189-207

%3 Brandon Gallaher, “Hesychasm and Cultural Paradigms,” St Viadimir’s Theological
Quarterly 64 (2020): 309-327.

8 John Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology: Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes (New York:
Fordham University Press, 1979), pp. 185-198.
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remaining faithful to its liturgical and ascetical foundations.85 The hesychast
controversy provides a paradigmatic example of how theological fidelity and
cultural engagement need not be opposed, but must be carefully ordered.

Modern secular culture often operates with a conception of rationality
closely aligned with autonomy, instrumental reason, and methodological
skepticism.86 Within such a framework, theological claims grounded in
liturgical experience or ascetical practice are frequently marginalized as
subjective or pre-critical. The Palamite reconfiguration of rationality directly
challenges this reduction.

By insisting that reason finds its fulfillment within participation rather
than autonomy, Palamite theology offers a way of engaging secular rationality
without capitulating to it.8” Reason is affirmed as indispensable, yet its scope is
redefined in relation to the transformative knowledge that arises from
communion with God. This perspective enables Orthodox theology to
participate in contemporary intellectual discourse while resisting the cultural
hegemony of purely instrumental reason.

One of the most significant implications of the hesychast paradigm
concerns the understanding of culture as formation. In many contemporary
contexts, culture is conceived primarily as production—of knowledge, art, or
social capital.88 The Palamite vision, by contrast, understands culture as the
gradual formation of perception, desire, and communal identity through shared
practices.

This has direct consequences for theological education. If theology is
inseparable from liturgical and ascetical life, then academic theology cannot be

% Aristotle Papanikolaou, Being with God: Trinity, Apophaticism, and Divine—Human
Communion (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), pp. 209-225.

% Charles Taylor, 4 Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007), pp. 539—
593.

%7 David Bentley Hart, The Experience of God (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013),
pp. 300-328.

8 James K. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2009), pp.
17-40.

33



The Canadian Journal of Orthodox Christianity Volume XXI, No 2, Summer 2026

reduced to the mastery of texts and methods alone.39 The hesychast synthesis
calls for a model of theological education in which scholarly rigor is integrated
with ecclesial participation, prayer, and ethical formation. Such an approach
challenges both secular academic norms and confessional anti-intellectualism.

Contemporary theological discourse frequently oscillates between two
extremes: the absolutization of individual experience and the rigid enforcement
of institutional authority. The hesychast controversy offers a third path.s°
Palamas’s defense of experiential knowledge of God is inseparable from his
insistence on ecclesial discernment and synodal authority.

For contemporary Orthodox theology, this balance remains crucial.
Appeals to experience must be accountable to the Church’s doctrinal and
liturgical tradition, while institutional authority must remain open to the living
work of the Spirit manifested in holiness and transformation.9* The Palamite
paradigm thus provides a framework for negotiating authority in a way that
avoids both subjectivism and authoritarianism.

Ultimately, the enduring significance of the hesychast controversy lies in
its articulation of a participatory vision of culture. In contrast to cultural
paradigms centered on control, efficiency, or self-realization, the Palamite
synthesis proposes a culture ordered toward communion—divine and human.92
Such a vision has profound implications for Orthodox engagement with
contemporary issues, including technology, political life, and ecological
responsibility.

By recovering the theological depth of the hesychast paradigm,
contemporary Orthodox theology is equipped to offer a distinctive cultural
witness: one that affirms reason without idolizing it, values experience without

% Andrew Louth, Introducing Eastern Orthodox Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2013), pp. 125-140.

% Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1976), pp. 196-210.
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%2 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 1973), pp. 11-28.
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absolutizing it, and understands culture not as domination but as
transfiguration.ss In this sense, the hesychast controversy continues to function
as a critical theological event whose implications extend far beyond its
historical moment.

Conclusion

The foregoing analysis has sought to demonstrate that the fourteenth-
century hesychast controversy cannot be adequately understood when confined
to the level of doctrinal refinement or mystical theology alone. While the
distinction between divine essence and energies remains central to the
theological resolution of the debate, the controversy as a whole reveals itself as
a far-reaching conflict over the meaning of culture, rationality, and human
formation within the life of the Church.94 The dispute between Gregory Palamas
and Barlaam of Calabria thus emerges as a decisive moment of cultural self-
definition for Byzantine Christianity.

At its core, the hesychast controversy exposed two competing paradigms
of culture. On the one hand stood a model grounded in philosophical paideia,
demonstrative reason, and intellectual mastery, which sought to secure
theology’s credibility through alignment with classical and rational norms.% On
the other stood a participatory paradigm articulated by Palamas, in which
culture was understood as the transformation of the human person through
ascetical practice, liturgical life, and communion with God. This second
paradigm did not reject reason but reoriented it, integrating discursive thought
into a broader economy of participation shaped by ecclesial and sacramental
life.o¢
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The doctrine of divine energies functioned as the theological axis around
which this cultural reorientation became possible. By affirming the real
participation of human beings in God’s uncreated energies while safeguarding
divine transcendence, Palamas articulated a vision of knowledge irreducible to
conceptual representation.9” Knowledge, in this framework, is not primarily a
matter of epistemic control but of relational communion and transformation.
This theological insight carries decisive cultural implications: it challenges any
conception of culture that privileges abstraction over embodiment or autonomy
over communion.

The synodal resolution of the hesychast controversy must therefore be
interpreted not merely as an ecclesiastical judgment on a disputed doctrine, but
as an authoritative discernment of the form of life compatible with the Church’s
theological inheritance.98 By affirming hesychast theology and practice, the
Church endorsed a participatory vision of culture in which holiness, prayer, and
liturgical belonging constitute normative criteria of truth alongside doctrinal
articulation. This decision effectively relativized the cultural authority of
philosophical rationalism without marginalizing reason as such.

Reframing the hesychast controversy as a conflict of cultural paradigms
also allows for a more nuanced assessment of Byzantine rationalism itself.
Barlaam’s position, far from being simply reactionary or irreligious, reflected a
coherent cultural project concerned with intellectual credibility and cross-
cultural engagement.?9 The Palamite response did not deny these concerns but
placed them within a reordered hierarchy of values, insisting that cultural
legitimacy must ultimately be grounded in communion rather than mastery.

The contemporary significance of this reinterpretation is substantial. In
modern and late-modern contexts—particularly in North America—Orthodox
theology continues to negotiate its place within cultural environments shaped
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Paulist Press, 1983), I11.3.
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by secular rationality, individualism, and instrumental reason.1°© The hesychast
controversy offers a paradigmatic framework for this negotiation. It
demonstrates that theological fidelity and intellectual engagement need not be
mutually exclusive, provided that reason remains accountable to ecclesial life
and transformative practice.

Moreover, the Palamite synthesis provides critical resources for
contemporary theological reflection on culture as formation. In a context where
culture is often understood in terms of production, consumption, or self-
expression, the hesychast paradigm recalls a vision of culture ordered toward
transfiguration.1°* Such a vision resists both the reduction of theology to
academic discourse and the retreat into anti-intellectual piety. Instead, it calls
for an integrative approach in which theological scholarship, liturgical
participation, and ethical formation mutually inform one another.

In conclusion, the hesychast controversy should be understood as an
enduring theological event whose cultural stakes remain unresolved and
urgently relevant. By interpreting the debate as a conflict over the meaning of
culture, this study has sought to illuminate the broader anthropological and
ecclesial implications of Palamite theology. The fourteenth-century
confrontation between mastery and participation continues to shape Orthodox
engagements with modernity, challenging contemporary theology to articulate
a vision of culture grounded not in domination or abstraction, but in
communion, transformation, and the lived reality of divine—human
encounter.102
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