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

FOURTH THURSDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 
Welcome to Tending the Garden of our Hearts!  Thank you for joining us on a journey through Great 
Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is the fourth Thursday of Great Lent, and this week we are thinking about the Cross of Jesus 
Christ, as well as the related themes of Humility and Self-Sacri�ce. Today we will learn about the 
modern saint, Mother Maria. She is a wonderful example of self-sacri�ce. 
 
Mother Maria was born in Latvia in 1891. Her parents named her Elizaveta Pilenko, but everyone 
called her Liza. Liza’s father was the mayor of her town. Both of her parents were Orthodox Christians, 
and loved God very much. So did Liza! When she was just a little girl, she once emptied her piggy bank 
so she could give all of her money for an icon for a new church in her town. When she was seven, she 
asked her mom if she could become a nun, and then when she was eight, she asked her parents if she 
could become a pilgrim who just walks from holy place to holy place forever. Liza really loved God very 
much, and hoped to devote her life to Him.  
 
When she was 14, Liza’s father died, and this was very hard for Liza. She grew angry with God and 
became an atheist. An atheist is someone who does not believe that God exists. Liza decided that all of 
the adults knew there was no God, but they were just pretending, for the children.  
 
After her father’s death, the family moved to the big city of St. Petersburg. There were many people 
there called revolutionaries, who wanted there to be a change in her country. Liza started to spend time 
with those people so that she could do everything that she could to help change her country. But she 
was disappointed, because the revolutionaries just  talked  about what they believed should happen. 
They didn’t  do  anything about the things that were not fair in their country. 
 
When Liza was only 19, she married one of the revolutionaries. They would sit and talk with their 
revolutionary friends about their country and poetry and theology. Though Liza was still an atheist, 
she became interested in Christ. She thought He was a heroic man who did great things. But as time 
passed, she found herself drawn back toward the Church. She began to pray again, and read the Gospel 
and the lives of saints. She decided that what the people of her country really needed was not a 
revolution, but Jesus Christ.  
 
 



Liza and her husband had a daughter named Gaiana, but their marriage ended in divorce. When 
Gaiana was three, Liza was accepted as a student at a Theological Academy. She was the very �rst 
woman to study there! For a while in 1918, Liza was the mayor of her town, just like her father had 
been. This was during the time that the Bolsheviks were taking over Russia, and she was accused of 
being part of their army. She was arrested and taken to trial. Her judge, Daniel Skobstova, said she was 
innocent, and he had her released instead of executed. After she was free, Liza went to �nd him to 
thank him. They quickly became friends and were married only a few days later! 
 
Right after the wedding, as the Bolsheviks got stronger in Russia, Liza and her whole family left the 
country. They didn’t want to be part of all the horrible things that happen during a revolution. They 
traveled for a long time, and ended up in Paris, France, where they settled down to live. In the time that 
they moved around, Liza gave birth to two other children: her son Yura and her daughter Anastasia. In 
Paris, Liza made dolls and painted silk scarves to help provide for all of them. She also began to help 
other Russian refugees who lived there. Many of them had a much harder life than she did.  
 
But bad things still happened to her family. In the winter of 1926, Liza’s whole family got in�uenza. 
Little Anastasia died from it. But this time, a death in her family did not drive Liza away from the 
Faith: instead, it made her faith stronger! She wanted to live a more real, more pure Christian life than 
ever. She began to work even harder to help the refugees. Sadly, all of this work was hard on her 
marriage to Daniel. She left him, moved into her mother’s house, and continued her work. 
 
In 1932, Metropolitan Evlogy tonsured her a nun and encouraged her to develop a new kind of 
monasticism: the life of a nun living in the city and serving the needy people there instead of living 
alone in the countryside. So Liza, now “Mother Maria,” began her work of sharing her life with the 
poor and homeless. 
 
She started with a small empty house. Others came to join her as she served the Russian refugees. An 
upstairs room became the chapel, and Mother Maria wrote the icons on the icon screen. Before too 
long, she set up in another home that was larger. She and her helpers began to prepare dinner for the 
hungry. They served up to 120 every night! Sometimes they would turn the dining room into a hall 
where Orthodox leaders would come to teach about the Faith. At this new house, the stables were 
made into a chapel, and Mother Maria helped with the icons. Some of them were icons that she 
embroidered. (Embroidering is sewing with colorful thread to make designs or pictures.) Mother Maria 
rented other buildings for needy families to live in, started a hospital, began schools, and looked for 
Russian refugees so that she could help them. Mother Maria was �nally DOING something for 
change, not just talking about it! 
 
When the Holocaust began and got closer to Paris, Mother Maria did all that she could to help save the 
Jewish people who needed help. Her priest, Fr. Dimitri, would make baptismal certi�cates for any 



Jewish person who asked for one, even if they were not really converting, because any Jew that had a 
certi�cate saying they had converted to Christianity and were no longer Jewish was in less danger. 
Mother Maria, her son Yura, and Fr. Dimitri would then plan escape routes for the Jewish people who 
asked them for help. In 1942, Mother Maria found a way to get into the Velodrome, or the Winter 
Stadium. This stadium was where many of the Jews in Paris were being kept before they were taken to 
Nazi death camps. While Mother Maria was in the Velodrome, she did whatever she could to help the 
Jewish people that she met in there. One way that she helped was by sneaking Jewish children out of 
the Velodrome to safety! She made arrangements with some of Paris’ trash haulers, who helped her take 
the children out of the Velodrome inside trash cans, and then drove them in trash trucks to Mother 
Maria’s house, where she would help to arrange for their escape from Paris. 
 
Mother Maria was caught by the Nazis in 1943. They arrested her for helping the Jewish people and 
took her to a concentration camp called Ravensbruck. Even while she was a prisoner in that camp, 
Mother Maria was still helping people. One survivor talked about her later and said she was adored by 
everyone, but especially the young prisoners. They had been separated from their families, but Mother 
Maria became their family and cared for them. She was known to give her “meal” (piece of bread) to 
anyone that she thought needed it more than she did. She lived this way until she died.  
 
On Great and Holy Friday,  April 30, 1945, Mother Maria was killed in a gas chamber. We are not sure 
if she was chosen to die that day or if she volunteered to take the place of someone else who was chosen. 
Either way, she died because of the way she lived her faith. 
 
Mother Maria once said, “At the Last Judgment I will not be asked how many bows and prostrations I 
made. Instead I will be asked, did I feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick and the prisoners. 
That is all I shall be asked.” So that is how she lived. But Mother Maria did not just feed, clothe, visit, 
and help the others in her care: she saw everyone she met as an icon of God, so she treated them like an 
icon! She may even have died in the place of one of those “icons of God,” walking out the Faith to the 
very last moment of her earthly life. 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
What sorts of ideas did little Liza have for her life when she was young?  
 
She talked about being a nun, or traveling as a pilgrim from holy place to holy place. 
 
 



How did Mother Maria and Fr. Dimitri help Jewish people, and what did the Nazis do when they 
found out? 
 
Fr. Dimitri made baptismal certificates to any Jew who asked for one. Mother Maria snuck children out 
of the stadium, hidden in the trash. Together, they worked to hide Jewish people in their house, and to 
smuggle them away. When the Nazis learned what they did, they were sent to concentration camps. 
 
 
Why do we talk about Mother Maria when we are thinking about self-sacri�ce? 
 
Starting when she was a child and gave all the money in her piggy bank to help pay for an icon in a new 
church, Mother Maria kept on helping others instead of thinking of herself. She helped refugees, she helped 
the poor, she helped the elderly and people without homes, she helped Jews, she helped young children 
without families, and more. She even died because she had helped others! 
 
 
For Discussion:  There are many Saints, and they are all different. But Mother Maria was very different 
from most other saints. She was divorced twice, and she was very outspoken. But she picked up her cross and 
followed Christ in her own way, and she used what she was good at - the gifts that God gave her - for His 
glory!  What things are you good at? How can you use those gifts for God’s glory? 


