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

THE FIRST SUNDAY OF GREAT LENT 
SUNDAY OF ORTHODOXY! 

 
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 Sunday of Great Lent, the Sunday of Orthodoxy!   
 
Beginning in the year 726, something called the Iconoclastic Controversy began. The iconoclasts were 
against icons and wanted them removed from the Church and destroyed. They believed that making 
images of God was forbidden because of the Commandment not to worship graven images: they were 
concerned that people were worshipping the icons themselves.  
 
Those who loved icons argued that, in the Old Testament, the understanding was that you cannot see 
God so you cannot make images of Him. But the Old Testament ends just before the birth of Jesus 
Christ. Once Jesus Christ is born, something very important has changed: God is incarnate, He has 
taken on human �esh. Jesus Christ is God, and He has a visible human body, which can be touched 
and wounded and cruci�ed. Once He took on a human body, we could make images of it.  
 
They also argued that people should not worship icons, but instead that they could venerate them. 
Worshipping an icon would mean that you thought the icon itself -- the wood and the paint -- had 
some kind of magical power or was like a god. On the other hand, venerating is showing respect to an 
icon that transfers to the real person in the icon. So if you kiss an icon of Jesus and say a prayer, you 
would understand that the real Jesus Christ is receiving your kiss and your prayer. You are not kissing 
and praying to wood and paint, but kissing and praying to Jesus who is in heaven, and who you are 
seeing in the icon.  
 
In some cases, people were going too far with icons. It was a question that needed to be clari�ed. But 
this was not just a conversation, a discussion among theologians. It was a persecution, and the 
Christians who defended the icons were martyred. Much blood was spilled by the iconoclasts -- 
perhaps more than all of the persecutions we hear about in the early years of the Church. But this time, 
it was not pagans killing Christians, but Christians killing Christians. 
 
When an iconoclast named Leo the Isaurian become emperor, he removed the holy Patriarch 
Germanus from his throne at the head of the Church, and sent him to prison. The emperor decreed 



that all icons must be con�scated   and destroyed -- from churches, from public spaces, and even from 
people’s homes. Even the copper wonderworking icon of our Lord Jesus Christ which was above the 
“Copper Gates” in Constantinople was to be removed and destroyed! 
 
The people were upset to lose this beloved icon! An outraged crowd gathered at the Copper Gates, as 
the soldiers climbed a ladder to remove the beloved icon. Many people in the crowd rushed toward the 
ladder, and it toppled to the ground -- killing the soldier who had been standing at the top.  

The emperor executed many faithful Christians as a result of this situation, most of whose names we 
do not know. We do know that Julian, Marcian, John, James, Alexius, Demetrius, Leontius, Photius 
and Peter, were locked up in prison and kept there for about eight months, each day receiving 500 
blows. They stayed alive through this only through the power of Christ and bravely endured their 
su�erings. 

By order of the emperor they were burned with a red-hot iron and their heads cut o�. Saint Maria the 
Patrician, a wealthy woman who had been present on the day that the ladder fell, but who had not 
been locked up in prison, learned about their executions, and voluntarily accepted a martyr’s death. 
The bodies of the martyrs were buried in a coastal area near the church of the holy Martyr Theodore, 
and 139 years later, it was discovered that none of them had decayed; they were ‘incorrupt’. This is how 
God sometimes lets us know that this is indeed a very holy saint. 

Over those years many good Christians were killed for defending icons. People took the beautiful icons 
out of churches and hid them in their homes to protect them, at the risk of death to themselves and 
their families.  

More than one hundred years after the trouble at the Copper Gates, the controversy was �nally laid to 
rest. A council of all the bishops and patriarchs decided that icons could be used in church, that they 
could be venerated but never worshipped, and that the use of icons speci�cally celebrates and a�rms 
the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. Icons were o�cially restored to the Church on the �rst 
Sunday in Lent. Many families brought wonderful icons out of hiding in their attics and walls, and 
placed them back in the churches where they belonged. Ever since, this �rst Sunday of Great Lent has 
been commemorated as the "Triumph of Orthodoxy". 

We celebrate the return of the icons, the victory over iconoclasm, but we are celebrating more. The 
victory of the icons a�rms the incarnation of Christ -- the truth that our God took on a speci�c 
human body at a speci�c time in history, and this speci�c Jesus Christ is the Word of God, and is the 
same one whose death and resurrection we celebrate at Pascha. The Word of God is truly the One who 
was cruci�ed and the One who tramples down death by death! When we celebrate the Triumph of 
Orthodoxy, we celebrate the spreading of the truth, that God became a man who was nailed to a cross 



and who rose from the dead, and that man chose twelve apostles and gave them the power to preach 
His gospel to the whole world! Christ Himself built our Church and presides over it today. That is the 
Triumph of Orthodoxy! 

This is a triumph that makes so happy that we might shout! On this �rst Sunday of Great Lent, 
Orthodox people all over the world will carry icons in processions and loudly declare: 
 

This is the Faith of the Apostles, this is the Faith of the Fathers, this is the Faith of the 
Orthodox, this is the Faith which has established the Universe. 

Today only, no one will mind if you shout that out in Church. Today is a day to celebrate Christ’s 
victory and His Church’s Triumph! 

QUESTIONS: 

Why did the iconoclasts think you could not make an image of God, and why do the Orthodox say that 
you can make them? 

In the Old Testament, they cannot make images of God because God cannot be seen. The Orthodox argue 
that after the Old Testament, when the Son of God takes on a human body, then you can see Him and 
make images of Him. 

Iconoclasts argued that people were worshipping icons. Would that be good? 

No, that would not be good. It is good to venerate an icon, which means that you can kiss and pray to an 
icon understanding that the person or angel in the icon in heaven is really the one you are kissing and 
praying to. It is not good to worship an icon, which means thinking that the icon itself is powerful. Even a 
wonder-working icon is not doing miracles by itself, but through the prayers of the person in the icon and 
through the power of Jesus Christ. 



What happened when the soldiers came to take away the icon above the Copper Gates in 
Constantinople? 

A crowd gathered and they were very upset, They rushed the ladder a soldier was standing on, and the 
ladder fell and the soldier died. Many Christians were martyred for this, and some were tortured for 
eight months and then martyred. 

 
For Discussion:  When we talk about how the Orthodox faith has not changed much over the years, 
what we are really saying is that many Christians fought and died to keep the teachings of the Church 
the same, to preserve the faith of our fathers and the faith that the holy apostles handed down to us. 
Can you imagine having to �ght to keep the Church from changing to a false teaching? Because of 
those holy people who fought for the icons and who put their lives on the line for the Church, we can 
carry icons in processions and pray in churches with beautiful icons on all of the walls! We should say a 
prayer of thanksgiving to those holy saints who preserved the faith for us, and we should pray for 
strength to make sure that we pass down the true faith to those who come after us! 

 

 

 


