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If you have been disturbed in the past by this debate that has taken place long time ago before St Gregory of Palmas, be sure that you are not the first because you are in a long line of people who asked this question: What is it all about?

Before we plunge ourselves into the historical debate, two facts must be made clear:

1. When we speak about essence, we mean the life of God as he is. He is above all ways of knowing: how he lives and what is the exact nature of his being for this is beyond our knowledge. 

2. When we speak of energy we speak of the revelation of God in his Son and by tar Holy Spirit. This revelation established for us:

A) Communion with the divine life of the Three Persons
B) A direct participation in the life of God that is normally called deification.

Yet, this communion does not allow us to know what is God in himself. We truly are in him but we have to guard ourselves against two great sins:

1. The first is that sin of Paganism where God is completely known  and by our knowledge we put God under our control

2. The sin of putting our knowledge before our love. In other way, in God: knowledge, participation, vision and union are all one process. There is no split between any of these. But as we participate in the divine life, we don’t know the mystery of the divine being, that is how God exists and how does God work and in what way God is One and Three and the nature of the Communion of the Three.

This does not mean at all that we are in darkness, but we are in the light of the divine life that what we see, we shall have fully and what we have is what has been revealed.

The completed historical debate
1. In the days of St Basil the great, the heresy of   Eunomius (Εὐνόμιος) (died c.393), one of the leaders of the extreme forms of the Arians, who are sometimes accordingly called Eunomians, was born at Dacora in Cappadocia early in the 4th century. He studied theology at Alexandria under Aetius, and afterwards came under the influence of Eudoxius of Antioch, who ordained him deacon. On the recommendation of Eudoxius he was appointed bishop of Cyzicus in 360. Here his free utterance of extreme Arian views led to popular complaints, and Eudoxius was compelled, by command of the emperor, Constantius II, to depose him from the bishopric.  

His writings were held in high reputation by his party, and their influence was so much dreaded by the orthodox, that more than one imperial edict was issued against them. Consequently his commentary on the Epistle to the Romans, mentioned by the historian , Socrates Scholasticus and his epistles, mentioned by Philostorgius and Photius, are no longer extant.

His first Apologetical work, written probably about 360 or 365, has been entirely recovered from the famous refutation of it by Basil of Caesarea. A second apology, written before 379 exist only in the quotations given from the refutation by Gregory of Nyssa.  .

The teaching of   Eunomius, starting from the conception of God as Creator, argued that between the Creator and created there could be no essential communion, but at best only a moral, resemblance. "As the Unbegotten, God is an absolutely simple being; an act of generation of a son would involve a contradiction of His essence by introducing duality into the Godhead." It is impossible for one Essence to have two names, father and son and to say that these two who have two different names are in fact one essence 
Eunomius  carried his views to a practical issue by altering the baptismal formula. Instead of baptizing in the name of the Trinity, he baptized in the name of the Creator and into the death of Christ. This alteration was regarded by the orthodox as so serious that Eunomians on returning to the church were rebaptized, though the Arians were not. The Eunomian heresy was formally condemned by the Council of Constantinople in 381. The sect maintained a separate existence for some time, but gradually fell away owing to internal divisions.

Eunomius assume that, names and concepts refer to reality. So father means un- begotten, while son means begotten, thus the two can’t be of the same reality or of the same nature. He applied this to the Divine Trinity. The most important part of his teaching is that knowledge can be obtained by analysis of names. Humans can attain a complete knowledge of God that God in fact does not knows no his own essence than we do. He even went as far as to say that, “it can’t be God’s essence is better known by God than by us. Whatever God knows about himself that is about his essence we also know without the slightest difference.” "God knows no more of His own substance, than we do; nor is this more known to Him, and less to us: but whatever we know about the Divine substance, that precisely is known to God; on the other hand, whatever He knows, the same also you will find without any difference in us" (Socrates, Church History IV.7).
Eunomius was a victim of the Gnostic school of false mysticism, he like all the Gnostics believed that they can know every thing about God and become equal to God in his knowledge.
The general line of his sophistical reasoning against the Orthodox  teaching is that the simplicity of God excludes all multiplicity of  divine attributes. Consequently the “un-begotteness” is the only attribute which befits the Divine nature, the only one therefore essential to Him. In other words, God is essentially incapable of being begotten. Hence it is folly to speak of a God begotten, of a Son of God. The one God, agennetos  and anarchos, unbegotten and without beginning, could not communicate His own substance, nor beget even a consubstantial Son; consequently there could be no question of identity of substance (homoousios) or even likeness of substance (homoiousios) between the Father and the Son. There could be no essential resemblance (kat ousian), but at most a moral resemblance, for the Son is a being drawn forth from nothing by the will of the Father, yet superior to all Creation inasmuch as He alone was created by the One God to be the Creator of the world. He does not share in the incommunicable Divine Essence (ousia), but he does partake in the communicable Divine creative power (energeia), and it is that partaking which constitutes the Son's Divinity and establishes Him, as regards creation, in the position of Creator: and as the principle of paternity in God is not the ousia but the energeia, the sense in which the term Son of God may be used is clear. More important is that according to Eunomius, names reveal “energy” or “power” and so they also reveal the essence.  

St Basil’s answer

The Eunomianas ask: Do you worship what you know or what you do not know? If I answer, I worship what I know, they the (Eunomians) immediately reply, what is the essence of the object of worship? Then, if I confess that I am ignorant of the essence, they (Eunomians) turn on me again and say, so you worship, you know not what. I answer that the word to know has many meanings:
A) We say that we know the greatness of God, His power, His wisdom, His goodness, His providence over us, and the justness of His judgment; but not His very essence. The question is, therefore, only put for the sake of dispute. 
B) For he who denies that he knows the essence does not confess that he himself to be ignorant of God, because our idea of God is gathered from all the attributes which I have enumerated. But God, he (Eunomius) says, is simple, and whatever attribute of Him you have reckoned as knowable is of His essence. But the absurdities involved in this sophism are innumerable. When all these high attributes have been enumerated, are they all names of one essence? And is there the same mutual force in His awfulness and His loving-kindness, His justice and His creative power, His providence and His foreknowledge, and His bestowal of rewards and punishments, His majesty and His providence? In mentioning any one of these do we declare His essence? If they say, yes, let them not ask if we know the essence of God, but let them enquire of us whether we know God to be awful, or just, or merciful. These we confess that we know.
C) If they Eunomians) say that essence is something distinct, let them not put us in the wrong on the score of simplicity. For they confess themselves that there is a distinction between the essence and each one of the attributes enumerated. The operations are various, and the essence simple, but we say that we know our God from His operations, but do not undertake to approach near to His essence. His operations come down to us, but His essence remains beyond our reach.
2. But, it is replied, if you are ignorant of the essence, you are ignorant of God Himself. Retort, If you say that you know His essence, you are not ignorant of God. A man who has been bitten by a mad dog, and sees a dog in a pit, does not really see the dog  more than the other people who were not piton the people who are in good health; he is to be pitied because he thinks he does not see the dog. Do not then admire him for his announcement, but pity him for his insanity. Recognize that the voice is the voice of mockers, when they say, if you are ignorant of the essence of God, you worship what you do not know. I do know that He exists; what His essence is, I look at as beyond intelligence. How then am I saved? I am saved through faith.  Faith is sufficient to know that God exists, without knowing what He is; and "He is a rewarder of them that seek Him." (Hebrews 11:6) So knowledge of the divine essence involves perception of His incomprehensibility, and the object of our worship is not that   we comprehend the essence, but of what  we comprehend is that the essence exists.

3. And the following counter question may also be put to them. "No man has seen God at any time, the Only-begotten which is in the bosom has declared him." (John 1:18) What of the Father did the Only-begotten Son declare? So what did the Son declare : the essence  of the Father or His power? If His power, we know so much as He declared to us. If His essence, tell me where did the Son say  said that the essence of the Father was  being unbegotten? When did Abraham worship? Was it not when he believed? And when did he believe? Was it not when he was called? Where in this place is there any testimony in Scripture to Abraham's comprehending? When did the disciples worship Him? Was it not when they saw creation subject to Him? It was from the obedience of sea and winds to Him that they recognized His Godhead. Therefore the knowledge came from the operations, and the worship from the knowledge. "Believest thou that I am able to do this?" "I believe, Lord;" and he worshipped Him. So worship follows faith, and faith is confirmed by power. But if you say that the believer also knows, he knows from what he believes; and vice versa he believes from what he knows. We know God from His power. We, therefore, believe in Him who is known, and we worship Him who is believed in.

Gregory of Nyssa

If then the Son also came into being, according to Eunomius’ creed, He is certainly ranked in the class of things which have come into being.  If then all things that came into being were made by Him, and the Word is one of the things that came into being, who is so dull as not to draw from these premises the absurd conclusion that our new creed-monger makes out the Lord of creation to have been His own work, in saying in so many words that the Lord and Maker of all creation is “not uncreated”?  Let him tell us whence he has this boldness of assertion.  From what inspired utterance?  What evangelist, what apostle ever uttered such words as these?  What prophet, what lawgiver, what patriarch, what other person of all who were divinely moved by the Holy Spirit, whose voices are preserved in writing, ever originated such a statement as this? 
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, Book II) 

But of what life does the Holy Spirit, that quickeneth all things, stand in need, that by subjection He should obtain salvation for Himself?  Since then it is not on the basis of any Divine utterance that he [Eunomius] asserts such an attribute of the Spirit, nor yet is it as a consequence of probable arguments that he has launched this blasphemy against the Holy Spirit, it must be plain at all events to sensible men that he vents his impiety against Him without any warrant whatsoever, unsupported as it is by any authority from Scripture or by any logical consequence. 
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, Book II) 

It is true that we learn from Holy Scripture not to speak of the Holy Spirit as brother of the Son: but that we are not to say that the Holy Spirit is homogeneous with the Son, is nowhere shown in the divine Scriptures. 
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, Book II) 

But if it is to the Only-begotten God that he [Eunomius] applies such phrases, so as to say that He is a thing made by Him that made Him, a creature of Him that created Him, and to refer this terminology to “the use of the saints” [Eunomius had claimed “the saints” also taught that the Son of God was a creature], let him first of all show us in his statement what saints he says there are who declared the Maker of all things to be a product and a creature, and whom he follows in this audacity of phrase.  The Church knows as saints those whose hearts were divinely guided by the Holy Spirit—patriarchs, lawgivers, prophets, evangelists, apostles.  If any among these is found to declare in his inspired words that God over all, who “upholds all things with the word of His power,” and grasps with His hand all things that are, and by Himself called the universe into being by the mere act of His will, is a thing created and a product, he will stand excused, as following, as he says, the “use of the saints” in proceeding to formulate such doctrines.  But if the knowledge of the Holy Scriptures is freely placed within the reach of all, and nothing is forbidden to or hidden from any of those who choose to share in the divine instruction, how comes it that he endeavors to lead his hearers astray by his misrepresentation of the Scriptures, referring the term “creature,” applied to the Only-begotten, to “the use of the saints”?  For that by Him all things were made, you may hear almost from the whole of their holy utterance, from Moses and the prophets and apostles who come after him, whose particular expressions it would be tedious here to set forth.” 
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, Book III) 

And if he [Eunomius] says that he has some of the saints who declared Him [the Only-Begotten God] to be a slave, or created, or made, or any of these lowly and servile names, lo, here are the Scriptures.  Let him, or some other on his behalf, produce to us one such phrase, and we will hold our peace.  But if there is no such phrase (and there could never be found in those inspired Scriptures which we believe any such thought as to support this impiety), what need is there to strive further upon points admitted with one who not only misrepresents the words of the saints, but even contends against his own definitions? 
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, Book III) 

If these doctrines [of Eunomius] approve themselves to some of the sages “who are without,” let not the Gospels nor the rest of the teaching of the Holy Scripture be in any way disturbed.  For what fellowship is there between the Creed of Christians and the wisdom that has been made foolish?  But if he leans upon the support of the Scriptures, let him show one such declaration from the holy writings and we will hold our peace. 
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, Against Eunomius, Book X)         

Such is the conception of Him [i.e., the Holy Spirit] that possesses them [the followers of Macedonius]; and the logical consequence of it is that the Spirit has in Himself none of those marks which our devotion, in word or thought, ascribes to a Divine nature.  What, then, shall be our way of arguing?  We shall answer nothing new, nothing of our own invention, though they challenge us to it; we shall fall back upon the testimony in Holy Scripture about the Spirit, whence we learn that the Holy Spirit is Divine, and is to be called so.  Now, if they allow this, and will not contradict the words of inspiration, then they, with all their eagerness to fight with us, must tell us why they are contending with us, instead of with Scripture.  We say nothing different from that which Scripture says.   
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, On the Holy Spirit) 

Now they charge us with innovation, and frame their complaint against us in this way:  They allege that while we confess three Persons we say that there is one goodness, and one power, and one Godhead.  And in this assertion they do not go beyond the truth; for we do say so.  But the ground of their complaint is that their custom does not admit this, and Scripture does not support it.  What then is our reply?  We do not think that it is right to make their prevailing custom the law and rule of sound doctrine.  For if custom is to avail for proof of soundness, we too, surely, may advance our prevailing custom; and if they reject this, we are surely not bound to follow theirs.  Let the inspired Scripture, then, be our umpire, and the vote of truth will surely be given to those whose dogmas are found to agree with the Divine words. 
(St. Gregory of Nyssa, On the Holy Trinity, and of the Godhead of the Holy Spirit)

Modern assessment
1. We can’t know God’s essence by our facilities not only because our knowledge depends on the revelation of God but also because our nature is a created nature. We as creatures know inwardly what is revealed and what our nature can take. To know God as God  means we have to be God which is impossible for at least two good reasons: the first is that equality of nature demands a complete conversion to the nature that ever exists and that is not God’s plan. The second reason is that we can’t achieve that by our created abilities that have no power to give life or to change to another higher being.  
We can’t become like God and have his nature because our participation is participation according to grace. This is not a way to belittle grace.  Grace was given to us in the Son by the Holy Spirit us in order to become like the glorified humanity of the Son of God. This humanity does not have an existence by itself nor is deified without the union with the divinity. The humanity of our Lord Jesus Christ became immortal, impassible, incorruptible and lives no longer by created means, (food, water, air..) but by the power and the life of the divinity and remains forever humans. According to Maximus the Confessor, we destined to become “every thing that God is, except for essential identity” (De Ambig., PG 91:1308b) This essential identity may be called, “Godself” that is God as God. 
Divine Essence and Divine energy in prayer and in our participation in the mysteries
1. Our created nature is a consuming nature, also our struggle is the difference between nature and person has its root in consuming what we have and adding whatever we can to our nature. Our struggle is to free ourselves from the old nature. If we should look at that carefully, we soon will realize that it is our fear of mortality is what makes us become more consumers that we should. Consumerism belongs to nature and to its needs, but freedom belongs to our attempt to transcend nature and to grow up as persons.
2. Our union with the Holy Trinity in prayer is union in and  with Jesus through the Holy Spirit is not a consuming relationship. We are united to become like Jesus, and we should understand that our union though spoken as participation in the divine nature, here it is very important to say that nature and person are not two different categories when both are used for God. There is no Nature that stands naked without a Hypostasis is God says Maximus the Confessor. This is applied to the Trinity as well as to us, though in our  life and at the daily human level, our nature is very often is able to subject our persons to what we don’t like or even love. But the Trinity is not like that at all, as the Three Persons reveal the one and undivided Nature or Essence.

3. We have to notice that when we pray in the Son to the Father through the Holy Spirit, we don’t enter this communion in prayer as natures but as persons. We don’t pray as nature to a higher Nature. We have received the divine Energy in the revelation of the Three Persons of the Trinity. This Energy such as the Wisdom and the Power of the Son is the revelation of his suffering and victory that leads us to Christ’s love. Our encounter is not with a naked Energy but the Energy of the Persons of the Trinity. Our maturity in our love for the Lord depends on the “synergy” the unity of will our mind, our love and our inner life being unified with the love of God.  This unity is very personal and is far from being a mental abstract unity. It is not a controlling unity but a guiding unity. So much as that our knowledge and reception of the Energy of the Persons of the Trinity allows us to grow up towards the full communion here and now till that communion will be fully realized on the Last Day.

4. The Energy does not allow us to fall into the Eutychein model of absorption but the Chalcedonian model of the union of the natures that are united without “separation, change and co-mixture”.  Once more, the term Energy is not another operation that is outside the Trinity, but it is our direct participation in the divine life and at a very personal level of personal love that allows us to recognize the purpose of this union that is the healing of our weakness, ignorance, inability to seek the immortal life in Christ and to be fully liberated from all forms of mortality. The Energy is the Personal communion of the divine Persons in our life to lift us up to the more realization of the vision where this “distinction” between Energy and Essence was used to bring peace, joy and hope that our failure to be united with the Persons is a failure of our co-operate to unify our life with the Holy Trinity. The full communion was already established in the union of the Two Natures of our Lord, who came to unite us with his Father and in the Holy Spirit and with each other. We receive the Divine Energies to become one with each other. The need of this “distention” is to bring forward our energies into full unity with the divine Energy to accept each other fully in Christ. Here and now in our life in the Church, for we as persons do not mingle according to  the Eutychein understanding but our Union by the Energies transforms us to that very personal life of the Lord. When we pray, we have the Energy, that keeps us distinct from the Lord but at the same time one with Him. We have to remain distinct in order to grow up as distinct, “members of the Body of Chris” (1 Cor 12:11-13. The Lord does not invade our being by his Person, but invites us to be untied to him and to be one with him in love by his Energies so that we can discover by the Energies and Power the very Person who takes us with him into the One Godhead.
5. Our partaking of the body and the blood of Christ in the Mystery of the Eucharist is not only in the Energy alone but it is also  our union with the Lord that brings to us the power of the new life, the liberation from our sins, and the renewal of our whole being. Here the “distinction” is not a “distinction” between the new life and the Lord, but is a “distinction” between what we receive and its source, and for a more clarity our new state is our union. We are truly in Christ and having his life in us; Jesus dwells in us by his Spirit. We truly have the risen Lord and his power, these are not two separate but as we have said before, the power of the Lord is that power that unites us all in Christ.  We identify what has been shared with the Lord and with all this body the church as the common life shard by all of us, while the Energies work in each individually according to the love of each person . If we remember that we have received the body of Christ “consumed but does not diminish” then we have a better vision of the significance of that old teaching. His Power and his Energy is shared as well as his Person, and the use of power makes our union very personal as we grow up “distinct” from the Lord  and from each other but yet One, because  each one who partakes of the Mystery remains a person that can’t  swallow Christ or be swallowed by Christ. Our union is true and leads us to the fulfillment of our resurrection that we have taken its “Pledge” now in time. 

6. Our personal communion with the Person of our Lord is not based on abstract ideas about communion. It is a communion in the divine properties of the Three Persons that are the same as the energies. Power and Wisdom, and partaking in the Personal Knowledge of the Son are the energies that reveal to us the Person. It is important to remember that when we receive the body and the blood of our Lord we don’t receive an idea nor we receive an energy but the very Person of the Lord who gives us liberation from sins, weakness, ignorance, by our partaking in his life, power, wisdom, victory, communion and his unique oneness with the Father and the Holy Spirit becomes ours. Here we can see that the multiple words that we use must not confuse us, each word meets something lacking in us or meet one or more of our needs such as: wisdom that illuminates us, or to single out a divine movement such as power that meets our weakness. These multiple terms should not become a substitute for the Persons of the Holy Trinity. These terms are an illumination of the work of the Three Persons in us. The same has to be said about Grace. It is the divine way of communicating divine life to us. Grace like Energy are two different terms that give us a better perception of our relationship with the Father in his Son and by the Holy Spirit.

7.  I should have treated the Mystery of Baptism and Chrismation before the Mystery of the Eucharist, but what has been  said about our union with the divine Trinity does not have a different foundation in each Mystery. One divine foundation for all the Mysteries and does not change at all. 

8. The significance of the multiple terms:

a) Energy safeguards the mystery of the transcendence of the divine essence

b) Power indicates the divine abilities to do what we can’t do
d) Grace reveals the unconditional love of the Three Persons of the Trinity who give us a share in their life

9. While we use different terms, the reality of our communion and participation is not multiple but has one foundation and one God who is the Holy and the Divine Trinity.

Essence and Energy and the journey of love

1. God is love says the apostle John, these words refer to both nature and person for in divine love nature and person are two words that refer to revelation and operation of the one love. Here these words like those of  (Jn 3:16) does not allow us to even make a distinction between nature and person. In this way God loved the world that he sends his Son….. Also the Father loves the world by sending the Holy Spirit. The Mission of both the Son and the Holy Spirit is the Mission of the revelation of divine love. Revelation is the foundation of our communion.
2. Does love as revealed in the Son and is given by the Holy Spirit (Rom 5:5) allow us to e make a distinction between Essence and Energy? The answer becomes clearer if we remember that it is the Person of the Son who dwells in us by the Holy Spirit. This dwelling can’t be a dwelling of just energy but the dwelling of the Son in us by the Holy Spirit that manifests itself by the energies. Then why do we need this distinction? Because it is that unconditional love that does not abolish our uniqueness but establishes a new boundary of the new life where our life is given new freedom to be like Jesus Christ. Energy is the Personal love of God and his personal love that brings us to the one undivided love.
3. Divine love does not give less than the his life, and our participation in the life of God the Trinity does not allow us to speak of energy as something separate form the life of God. The energy or the power to love Jesus and to die for him is the power of both the Holy Spirit and the Son. This comes from grace, and is given to make us witnesses to God.  The Person gives power to heal, speak, declare truth in prophecies, and that makes the Person known in love.
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