
Tending the Garden of our Hearts:   
Family Meditations for Great Lent 
 

THE FIRST FRIDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 
Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is the �rst Friday of Great Lent, and we have been thinking about Forgiveness this week. We 
have seen amazing examples of holy people who forgave tremendous crimes, like Joseph who forgave 
the brothers who sold him into slavery, and holy St. Dionysius who forgave the man who killed his own 
brother.  
 
It can be very di�cult to forgive much smaller transgressions than these! We know that if we hope God 
will forgive us our trespasses, we must forgive those who trespass against us, and yet this is not easy. 
Today we are going to think about an interesting strategy that can help us improve in humility and in 
forgiveness. 
 
Let’s imagine that there are two brothers, and they are �ghting. The older brother complains: “I am 
always helping my younger brother do things, but he always gets mad and yells at me! He never 
appreciates my help. He’s terrible to me!”  We might ask the younger brother why they are always 
�ghting and get a di�erent answer: “Every time I try to do something by myself, my older brother 
jumps in and tries to do it for me! He thinks I am a baby and I can’t do anything myself! He’s terrible 
to me!” These two brothers could stay mad for a very long time. What is the problem? 
 
The Church Fathers might tell us that the problem is that these boys are each looking at their brother’s 
sins and not at their own. They are so mad about their brother, but really they are not listening to what 
he says and only thinking about how mad it makes them. It’s hard to forgive when all we can see is 
what the other person has done wrong! 
 
What the older brother needs to say is, “My little brother gets mad when I try to help. He says that he 
does not want my help, but wants to try this on his own, and I keep forcing my help on him. This hurts 
my brother.”  
 
What the younger brother needs to say is, “My older brother gets mad when I refuse his help. He is 
hoping to teach me and to show me how smart and helpful he can be, but instead of thanking him for 
being helpful, I get angry and yell at him. This hurts my brother.” 



If the brothers could think about how the other one feels, and listen to the accusation the other one 
has made, they can see that they are both hurting each other.  Instead of thinking about what my 
brother is doing, I should stop and think about what I am doing. 
 
When we only focus on what the other one does wrong and we never blame ourselves, then the angry 
�ghting just goes on and on! But we can �x it if we stop and ask, what am I doing wrong? In most 
cases, both people are doing something wrong. When we see that both of us are wrong, it is much 
easier to be forgiving. 

But what if you are �ghting with your brother, and you examine your behavior and listen to his 
accusations and really search your heart, but you �nd that you really are not doing anything wrong at 
all!  What will help us forgive then? 

The very wise Abba Dorotheus said: "If a man really examines himself, in the fear of God, he will 
usually �nd that he  has  given cause for o�ence, either by deed or word or by his attitude or bearing. But 
if, in scrutinizing himself, he sees that he has given no cause in any of these ways at that moment, it is 
likely that at another time he has o�ended him either in the same circumstances or in others, or 
perhaps he has o�ended another brother and he would want to su�er on that account or for some 
other wrongdoing. If he examines himself in the fear of God and gropes about diligently in his own 
conscience, he will always �nd cause for accusing himself." (St. Dorotheus of Gaza,  Discourses and 
Sayings, pp. 141-2) 

So let’s imagine another case, this time it is two sisters who are �ghting. The younger sister was sitting 
quietly on the couch reading a little book, when her older sister came in and sat right beside her, and 
started to read over her shoulder, which can be very annoying. The younger sister asked her politely to 
stop, so the older sister decided to amuse herself by pulling her little sister’s hair! Both girls said that the 
other girl was more annoying, but the truth is that if you really examine the situation, the younger 
sister is innocent here. All she has done is read a book and speak politely, and her older sister has been 
intentionally annoying her. 

How can the younger sister ever forgive her older sister? 

Well, perhaps the younger sister can try to remember a time when she annoyed her older sister, or her 
friend or her mother. If she searches her heart enough, she’ll �nd a time when she o�ended someone. If 
she can remember how easily she fell into a sin like that, and how much she hopes to be forgiven, this 
will help her forgive her sister. 

Sometimes, when we ask someone to forgive us, we say, “Please forgive me! I was wrong to do that, but 
I did it because you…” That apology is not a good apology. We need to think only about what we have 
done wrong, not about what someone else did wrong. A good apology speaks only of our own sins. 
We're not responsible before God for the other person's sins, we are only responsible for our own sins. 



Remember how Adam and Eve blamed others for the bad choice that they made in the garden? God 
did not punish them for the others’ bad choices. He punished each of them for their own bad choices. 

Sometimes, when we ask each other to forgive us, we say, “Please forgive me! I was wrong to do that, 
but I did it because you…”  That’s not a good apology. We should focus only on our own sins, and not 
call attention to the sins of another. We're not responsible before God for the other person's sins, we're 
only responsible for our own. 

Too often, we wait to ask forgiveness until the other person has asked forgiveness. What if both people 
wait forever? We should always be quick to ask forgiveness and to forgive, so that we can keep our 
hearts focused on God instead of tied up in anger.  

With forgiveness in our hearts, we can receive forgiveness, and we can participate in God’s wonderful 
work here on earth. 

 

QUESTIONS: 

 

Why do the Fathers tell us to accuse ourselves? Why does that help us forgive? 

When we think about other people’s sins, it is easy to judge and hard to forgive, but when we admit that we 
are sinful too, it is much easier to forgive other sinners. 

 

Why shouldn’t we say “but” or talk about another person’s sins in our apologies? 

An apology should speak only of our own sins. After all, we're not responsible before God for the other 
person's sins, we're only responsible for our own. 

 

If you aren’t already praying the Lenten Prayer of St. Ephraim, you might want to start today. Your 
parish may use a di�erent translation or do prostrations at di�erent times, but here is the basic idea: 

O Lord and Master of my life! Take from me the spirit of laziness, idle curiosity, lust for power, 
and vain talk.  (+ Prostration) 

But give rather the spirit of chastity, humility, patience, and love to Thy servant.  (+ Prostration) 

Yea, Lord and King! Grant me to see my own faults and not to judge my brother, for Thou art 
blessed unto ages of ages. Amen.  (+ Prostration) 



As you can see, St. Ephraim teaches to �rst repent our own sins, then to ask God to help us do better, 
and �nally asks God to help us master self-accusation:  “Grant me to see my own faults and not to 
judge my brother”!  This is a wonderful prayer for every day of Great Lent! 

Advanced discussion idea:  Discuss the Prayer of St. Ephraim and situations where self-accusation might 
have been a good strategy for you. 


