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

THE SECOND 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! 
 
It’s the second Friday of Great Lent, and this week we are exploring the theme of Orthodoxy; we’re 
thinking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about 
candles. 
 
There is a special miracle that happens every year, involving candles! Pascha is the most glorious feast of 
the church, and it’s very special everywhere -- but at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, 
something amazing happens every year. The Holy Sepulchre is the tomb of Jesus Christ, the very place 
where Christ’s body was laid and where He resurrected. This is the tomb that the women approached, 
only to �nd that Christ was gone and only the linens and the handkerchief they had wrapped Him in 
were left behind. When St. Constantine was Emperor, he sent his mother, St. Helena, to the Holy 
Land, and she located the True Cross and the Holy Sepulchre, and built a beautiful church. In fact, the 
one church is large enough to house both the tomb and the little hill at Golgotha -- both Christ’s tomb 
and the spot where He was cruci�ed have been enclosed inside this beautiful church. 
 
When Pascha, the feast of the Resurrection, you can imagine that many people make the pilgrimage to 
celebrate in the actual place where the Resurrection happened. Usually, people arrive in the afternoon 
on Holy Friday, and then camp there, waiting for the great miracle, which happens every year on Holy 
Saturday. 
 
On Holy Saturday, at around 11:00 am, the Christian Arabs begin chanting loudly. In the 13th 
century, the Turks occupied Jerusalem and Christians were not allowed to chant in the streets -- they 
had to keep quiet about their faith, and chant only in the churches. Now they exercise this freedom to 
chant publicly with great joy! They loudly chant traditional hymns while drummers sit on the 
shoulders of young men who dance vigorously. It’s very energetic and exciting! In particular, they love 
to chant, “We are the Christians, we have been Christians for centuries, and we shall be forever and 
ever. Amen!” 
 
At 1:00pm, the chants quiet down. People become very solemn, and silence falls over the large 
gathering. They are outside the church and up and down the streets -- tense, waiting. They expect a 
great miracle from God, so they pray and prepare themselves, and they wait. 



 
Every year is the same. A group from the local authorities elbows its way through the crowd. When the 
Turks occupied Palestine, it was Muslim Turks who pushed through to the front. Today, they are 
Israelis. They come to represent the Romans at the time of Jesus. The Gospels tell us that the Romans 
went to seal the tomb of Jesus, so that His disciples would not steal his body and say that He had risen. 
In the same way, today’s authorities come on Holy Saturday to seal the tomb with wax. Before they seal 
the door, they enter the tomb, and check for any hidden source of �re. When they have con�rmed that 
there is nothing anyone can make �re with inside that tomb, they seal it closed with the Patriarch of 
Jerusalem inside (just as Christ was sealed inside so many years ago.)  The church is packed tightly with 
people, and is completely dark as they wait. 
 
Patriarch Diodor describes it like this: “I �nd my way through the darkness towards the inner chamber 
in which I fall on my knees. Here I say certain prayers that have been handed down to us through the 
centuries and, having said them, I wait. Sometimes I may wait a few minutes, but normally the miracle 
happens immediately after I have said the prayers. From the core of the very stone on which Jesus lay an 
inde�nable light pours forth. It usually has a blue tint, but the colour may change and take many 
di�erent hues. It cannot be described in human terms. The light rises out of the stone as mist may rise 
out of a lake — it almost looks as if the stone is covered by a moist cloud, but it is light. This light each 
year behaves di�erently. Sometimes it covers just the stone, while other times it gives light to the whole 
sepulchre, so that people who stand outside the tomb and look into it will see it �lled with light. The 
light does not burn — I have never had my beard burnt in all the sixteen years I have been Patriarch in 
Jerusalem and have received the Holy Fire. The light is of a di�erent consistency than normal �re that 
burns in an oil lamp... At a certain point the light rises and forms a column in which the �re is of a 
di�erent nature, so that I am able to light my candles from it. When I thus have received the �ame on 
my candles, I go out and give the �re �rst to the Armenian Patriarch and then to the Coptic.” (Quote 
from holy�re.org) 
 
When the door of the tomb opens, a rumble goes through the crowd and when they see the light a 
great cheer goes up! The Patriarch emerges and lights the candles of the Patriarchs waiting, and then he 
begins to light the candles of the people -- just as your priest does at your church!  But with this Holy 
Fire, something else happens -- people are passing the light, but the �re also begins to jump around the 
church! It leaps and whirls around and lights the various lamps around the church, and even lights the 
candles of some of the people in di�erent parts of the room! 
 
Right here at the beginning, in the church of the Holy Sepulchre, this �rst �re is not like regular �re. It 
is bluish colored, and it does not burn! People put their hands in it and their hands do not burn! Do 
you remember the burning bush that Moses saw? God was in that bush like a �re, but the bush was not 
burning up. This Holy Fire is truly of God, for like the �re that glowed in the burning bush, this �re 
will not burn or damage or consume what enters into it. It burns beautifully and brightly and it does 



not burn your hand if you hold it in the �ame! After a while, the �re becomes regular �re, and loses its 
bluish color and burns like earthly �res.  
 
If you’re interested, you can search YouTube for videos of the Holy Fire. It’s pretty amazing to watch! 
 
One year, something very remarkable happened with this miracle. In 1579, the Turkish occupiers of 
Palestine decided that they would not allow the Patriarch to enter the tomb and receive the �re. They 
locked everything up, and refused to allow the usual Christian activities and ceremonies. The crowd of 
faithful showed up anyway, and they stood in the courtyard all day and into the night. The soldiers 
would not allow the Patriarch in, but he stood there in the courtyard with the people, praying 
sorrowfully, and leaning on a column to the left of the entrance. Night had fallen, and Holy Saturday 
was ending, and the soldiers had never relented. The Patriarch had not been allowed inside the church. 
 
Quite suddenly, there was great loud sound and the column beside the Patriarch split open as the Holy 
Fire tore through it! When the Patriarch could not come to the �re, the �re came to him! He grabbed 
for his candle and received this great miracle, and immediately began to pass the �re to faithful all 
around him! The courtyard was soon �lled with light and the Turkish soldiers were awestruck. They 
opened the doors, and the faithful poured in to Church of the Holy Sepulchre to worship with great 
joy! They entered into the darkened church and began the Pascha liturgy! 
 
Today, those columns still stand outside the entrance to the church, and one of the columns is 
profoundly cracked, and we don’t ever �x it because we hope always to remember this great miracle 
and the amazing power and love of God. 
 
We Orthodox love to light candles, at Pascha and throughout the year. They provide light for our 
services, but they also remind us of the �re of God! Our God is light and truth -- and He comes to us as 
a �re that burns away sin but does not consume us. When we light candles, we are reminded who our 
God is. St. John of Kronstadt said, “When you look at the candles and lamps burning in church, rise in 
thought from the material �re to the immaterial �re of the Holy Ghost,” for our God is a consuming 
�re.” (from  My Life in Christ ) 

Our Lord Jesus Christ is the light of the world, and when we receive Holy Communion and we receive 
that light inside of us. Every time we light a candle and see how it illuminates the darkness, we should 
remember that the light of Christ within us must also shine before men, that God’s name will be 
glori�ed! 

 
 
 



QUESTIONS 
 
Many people make a pilgrimage to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem for Holy Saturday 
and Pascha. Why would they go there in particular? 
 
Because the Holy Sepulchre is the tomb of Christ, where the resurrection happened (and because there is a 
great miracle there every year!) 
 
What is the miracle that happens every year? 
 
The Holy Fire:  the Patriarch of Jerusalem receives miraculous fire in the tomb on Holy Saturday! 
 
One year, the Patriarch was not allowed into the church or the tomb for the usual ceremonies. What 
happened? 
 
God sent the Holy Fire to him, breaking through a pillar and cracking it open! The Patriarch received the 
fire in the courtyard and passed it to all the people! 
 
 
Advanced Discussion Idea:  On Pascha, we stand outside and receive the light as we sing,  Christ is risen! 
This is the light of Christ, the light of the resurrection, and we stand in joy and awe as we think about 
it. Does the wind ever blow your candle out? Do you ever have to re-light it? How? If these candles are 
symbolic of the spiritual light of Christ that we have received, what would you say about how the 
world might blow out that light and how we can support one another as a loving community, to help 
everyone keep shining Christ’s light forth into the world? 


