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

FORGIVENESS SUNDAY 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is Forgiveness Sunday, and Great Lent o�cially begins during tonight’s Vespers services. If you 
haven’t been to a Forgiveness Vespers before, maybe you can try it this year!  We start out Great Lent by 
asking people for forgiveness, and by forgiving them too! 
 
Why do you think we start out our Lent by asking people to forgive us, and by forgiving them? 
 
The answer is in today’s Gospel reading, where Jesus teaches us a special prayer that we say all the time. 
We call it, “The Lord’s Prayer” or “The Our Father”. There are a few di�erent ways to translate it into 
English, but it usually goes: 
 

“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be 
done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread,  and forgive us our 
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us,  and lead us not into temptation, but 
deliver us from evil. For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.” 
 
Then Jesus said, “For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive 
you. But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your 
trespasses.”  (Matthew 6: 9-15) 
 

Jesus warns us that if we do not forgive others, God will not forgive us! This week we will be thinking 
about why Jesus might say that if we hope to be forgiven, we must also be forgiving. That’s an 
interesting and important question. 
 
You might be able to attend Forgiveness Vespers tonight, which is the very �rst service of Great Lent. 
Something really amazing happens right in the middle of Forgiveness Vespers. 
 
You begin with the priest in his normal vestments, and with the church decorated like usual. But 
halfway through Vespers, Great Lent will suddenly begin!  So when you go, pay attention: the hymns 
the chanters are singing will get kind of sad and repentant,  and then the cloths in the room will 



suddenly be switched out for purple cloths, and the priests will change into Lenten vestments. Purple 
is the color we use in church during Great Lent, so when you see things turn to purple, you know it’s 
time! Right before your eyes, right in the middle of the service, a regular Vespers will suddenly give way 
to Great Lent! This is the exact moment when Great Lent begins! 
 
At the end of Vespers, we’ll do our �rst act of Great Lent:  we will ask forgiveness from our priest, and 
then from every single person in the church!  It sounds a little awkward and intimidating, but it’s very 
beautiful. 
 
There are a few di�erent ways to say it, but basically you’ll walk right up to each person and then bow 
down, crossing yourself and touching the ground in front of them. You’ll say, “Forgive me, a sinner!”   
 
What if you don’t think you’ve ever done anything wrong to them -- why would you need forgiveness? 
 
You know, sometimes we annoy people and we don’t even know it. Maybe we distracted someone 
when they were trying to pray, or maybe we made a joke that hurt their feelings but we didn’t even 
realize it. It is a very humble thing to admit that we might have done wrong things without even 
realizing it! 
 
You’ll say, “Forgive me, a sinner!” and the answer will be something like, 
 
“I forgive you. May God forgive us both!” or “God forgives and I forgive!”   
 
However you are saying it at your parish, the idea is that we will forgive each other, and we’ll remind 
each other that God is also forgiving. When we repent, when we choose to turn away from bad things 
and to do better, God forgives and gives us a second chance! 
 
Great Lent is a like a wonderful second chance. Starting now, we will try to do better:  to pray more, to 
show more love, to be more generous, and to control our appetites better.  Starting now, let’s try to be 
the best Orthodox Christians we can be for Great Lent! 
 
If you can’t go to Forgiveness Vespers, or maybe when you come back home after, it’s a nice idea to 
have a special forgiveness circle with your family.  After all, who do we hurt the most?  Annoy the 
most? Say angry things to the most?  Probably the people we see all the time:  our family. 
 
After you say prayers tonight, take a moment to bow before each person, saying, “Forgive me, a 
sinner!” And they can answer just as you do in your parish, whether you say, “I forgive you. May God 
forgive us both!” or “God forgives; I forgive.” or with whichever phrasing works best for your family. 



Ask each person for forgiveness, and let them know that you forgive them too.  And then the whole 
family can begin Great Lent with a clean slate! 
 
This is such a good family tradition that you might want to do it every week! 
 
 
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS: 
 
What does Jesus say will happen if we do NOT forgive those who trespass against us? 
 
Jesus says that if we do not forgive others, God will not forgive us! 
 
When does Great Lent begin?  How can you tell? 
 
Great Lent begins during Forgiveness Vespers. You can tell because the cloths are all changed to purple and 
the priest’s vestments are changed to purple.  Purple is the color of Great Lent! 
 
Why would we say, “Forgive me, a sinner” to someone if we haven’t done anything bad to them? 
 
We might not even know someone, but we don’t know if we have annoyed them or caused them a problem 
in some way. Just in case we have, we humbly say, “Forgive me, a sinner!” 
 
For discussion:  what’s harder -- asking a stranger to forgive you, or asking your family to forgive you? 


