
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!   
 
A long time ago, in the year 726, a disagreement about icons began. People called iconoclasts did not 
like icons. They wanted to take all of the icons away and wreck them! The iconoclasts thought that 
people were worshipping the icons, and breaking God’s commandment not to worship idols.  
 
The Orthodox explained to the iconoclasts that when God gave the commandments, no one could see 
God. Since we could not see him, it would not be right to make an image of Him because we would 
just have to use our imagination to make the image. But when Jesus Christ was born as a human, that 
changed. God now has a human body that can be seen, touched, and even cruci�ed. Now that God has 
a human body, people can make images of it, because He has been seen! 
 
The Orthodox agreed with the iconoclasts that people should not worship icons. No one should think 
that an icon is magical or like a god. The Orthodox said that people  should venerate icons, not worship 
them. Venerating means showing respect to the icon because of whose image is on it. When we 
venerate an icon, the respect that we show goes on to the real person that is in the icon. So, when we 
kiss an icon of  Jesus and say a prayer, we know that we are not kissing and praying to wood and paint, 
but sending a kiss and prayer to Jesus who is real and alive in heaven, who we can see in the icon.  
 
During the time of the iconoclasts, one iconoclast named Leo become the emperor. Emperor Leo said 
that all of the icons had to be messed up and destroyed. He wanted them out of churches and public 
places, and even out of people’s own homes! He even commanded that the copper icon of Jesus, an 
icon that worked miracles and was kept above the “Copper Gates” going into Constantinople, must be 
taken down and destroyed! 
 
The people loved this icon and were very upset at Emperor Leo’s command. They gathered at the 
Copper Gates when the soldiers who were obeying the emperor were getting ready to take down the 



icon. The people rushed towards the ladder as the soldiers climbed up to get the icon. The ladder fell, 
and the soldier who had been at the top of the ladder died.  

Because of this, Emperor Leo killed many of the Orthodox. Others were locked up in prison and hurt 
for a long time. Julian, Marcian, John, James, Alexius, Demetrius, Leontius, Photius and Peter were a 
few of the Orthodox who were locked up in prison because they loved icons. These faithful Christians 
were in prison for about eight months, and every day they were punished by being hit 500 times. The 
only reason they could stay alive and be brave was because Christ gave them strength!  

One day, the emperor ordered that all of them be killed because they loved icons. They were buried 
near the church of the holy Martyr Theodore. 139 years later, someone discovered that these martyrs’ 
bodies were still whole. Even though they had died long ago, it looked like they were just sleeping. This 
is how God sometimes lets us know that someone is a very holy saint, when their body still looks like 
they’re sleeping after they have been dead for many years. 

During the iconoclast years many Orthodox were killed for defending icons. Some Orthodox would 
sneak into the churches and take the beautiful icons out so that they could hide them in their homes to 
protect them. They did this even though they knew that they and their family might die for doing it. 
They did it because it was the right thing to do.  

More than one hundred years after what happened at the Copper Gates, a council of all the bishops 
and patriarchs decided that icons should be used in church. They said icons can be venerated but not 
worshipped, and that the icons are a good way to remind us that God really became a human when 
Christ was born. When that happened, the holy icons that had been hidden for so long were brought 
back to the Church on the �rst Sunday in Lent. Many families pulled out the wonderful icons that 
they had been hiding in their attics and walls, and brought them back to the churches. Ever since that 
day, the �rst Sunday of Great Lent has been celebrated as the "Triumph of Orthodoxy". 

When we celebrate the Triumph of Orthodoxy, we celebrate the return of the icons and the victory 
over the iconoclasts. When we celebrate the Triumph of Orthodoxy, we also celebrate the truth that 
God became a man who died and rose from the dead. He is the same man who chose twelve apostles 
and gave them the power to preach His gospel to the whole world! Christ Himself built our Church 
and is in charge of it today. That is the Triumph of Orthodoxy! 

This is a triumph that makes us so happy that we talk about it loudly in church. We might even shout! 
On this �rst Sunday of Great Lent, Orthodox people all over the world will carry icons in processions 
and say these words loudly: 
 



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. 

On this one day, no one will mind if you shout those words in Church! Today is a day to celebrate 
Christ’s victory and His Church’s Triumph! 

QUESTIONS: 

What problem did the iconoclasts have with the Orthodox Church? 

The iconoclasts did not like the icons. They said people were worshipping icons and disobeying God’s 
commandment to not make any graven images.  

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

No, that would not be good. It is good to venerate an icon, or show respect to it that passes on to the real 
person shown on the icon. But we should not worship the icon. Icons are not magical and they are not God. 
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? 

Many Orthodox Christians were there. They ran at the ladder when the soldiers climbed it, and the 
ladder fell. The soldier at the top of the ladder died. Many Christians were martyred for this, and some 
were in prison first, then martyred. 

 



Advanced Discussion Idea:  Because of those holy Orthodox people who fought for the icons, today we 
can carry icons in processions and pray in churches with beautiful icons on all of the walls! This is a 
good day for us to say a prayer of thanksgiving to those holy saints who saved the Faith for us. We 
should also ask God for strength so that we pass down the true Faith to those who come after us! 


