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

THE SECOND MONDAY 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 Monday of Great Lent, and this week we will be exploring the theme of Orthodoxy; 
we’ll think about many of the things that make our worship so special. Yesterday was the Sunday of 
Orthodoxy,  and we celebrated the return of icons to our Church, so it seems appropriate to discuss 
icons today! 
 
In the fourth century, there was a Bishop Eusebius, who wrote down the entire history of the church as 
it was known at the time. He tells us all about the �rst 300 years of church history. Eusebius tells us 
that the �rst ever icon was made while Jesus Christ was still alive!  

At that time, a man named Abgar ruled in Edessa. He was stricken all over his body with leprosy. 
That’s a terrible disease that rots your body and makes body parts actually fall o� -- and to make it 
worse, it’s contagious, and back then they had no cure. So people with leprosy were usually sent away 
together, and made to stay away from everyone else while they su�ered and died. 

Now Jesus was healing many people, including people with leprosy, and reports of the great miracles 
Jesus was working were spreading, and they reached poor Abgar. Even though he had never seen Jesus, 
he believed that this was the Son of God, and that Jesus could heal him. He wrote a letter to Jesus, 
asking him to come to Edessa to heal him, and he sent his own portrait-painter Ananias to take the 
letter to Jesus, and to paint His portrait. 

Ananias arrived in Jerusalem and saw the Lord surrounded by people. There were so many people 
pressing around Him that he could not get anywhere near Him!  Ananias stood on a high rock and 
tried to paint the portrait of the Lord Jesus Christ from afar, but it wasn’t going well. Jesus saw him up 
on that rock and called out, “Ananias!” He knew his name!  Jesus talked with Ananias, and explained 
that He could not spend days sitting to be painted, but He did give Ananias a short letter for Abgar in 
which He praised this ruler’s strong faith. He also promised to send His disciple to heal him of his 
leprosy and to guide him to salvation. 



Now, Jesus knew that Ananias was supposed to paint His portrait, but He could not possibly sit still 
for several days to be painted -- His ministry was too important to stop for a portrait. 

Then the Lord asked that water and a cloth be brought to Him. He washed His Face, drying it with the 
cloth, and His Holy Face was imprinted on it! Ananias took the cloth and Jesus’ letter back to Edessa. 
Reverently, Abgar pressed the holy object to his face and his leprosy was mostly healed! Just a small bit 
of leprosy stayed with him, until the disciple Jesus had promised came to him. Jesus sent him St. 
Thaddeus, one of the seventy apostles who preached the Gospel throughout the world. He came and 
completed the healing of Abgar, and then baptized him and the people of Edessa. 

Abgar took the cloth with Jesus’ image on it, which is called the Holy Napkin, and he placed it in a 
gold frame adorned with pearls, and placed it in a niche over the city gates. On the gateway above the 
icon he inscribed the words, “O Christ God, let no one who hopes on You be put to shame.” 

For many years, the people of Edessa always bowed down in front of the Icon Not-Made-By-Hands 
whenever they passed through the gate. But many years later, one of the great-grandsons of Abgar was 
worshipping idols so he took the icon o� the city wall. God sent the Bishop of Edessa a vision and said 
to hide His icon. The bishop came at night and lit a lampada before it and walled it up with a board 
and with bricks. 

Many years passed, and the people forgot about the Icon Not-Made-By-Hands. But in the year 545, the 
city was under siege and it looked like they would surely be defeated. The Most Holy Theotokos 
appeared to the bishop and ordered him to remove the icon from the sealed niche, because it would 
save the city from the enemy. The bishop opened the niche and found the Icon Not-Made-by-Hands: 
in front of it, the lampada was still burning,  and on the board closing in the niche, a copy of the icon 
was reproduced. The joyful bishop and his clergy processed with the Icon Not-Made-by-Hands all 
around the city, and the invading army simply withdrew and went home! 

During the time of the Iconoclast heresy, when the faithful were dying to defend icons in the Church, 
those who loved icons sang the Troparion to the Icon Not-Made-by-Hands. In proof of the validity of 
Icon-Veneration, Pope Gregory II sent a letter to the Byzantine emperor, in which he pointed out the 
healing of King Abgar and the sojourn of the Icon Not-Made-by-Hands at Edessa as a commonly 
known fact. Jesus Himself create the �rst icon; He miraculously transferred the image of His face onto 
the Holy Napkin, which then healed Abgar’s leprosy and protected the city he loved. 

 



QUESTIONS: 

Why did Abgar want to send for Jesus? 

He had heard stories about Jesus and the miracles He worked, and believed that He was the Son of God 
and could heal his leprosy.  

Why did Abgar send a portrait artist to Jesus? 

He wanted a portrait of the Son of God. 

How does this story show that Jesus approved of the idea of icons? 

If Jesus did not approve of icons, He would have told Ananias that it is forbidden to make a portrait of the 
Lord. Instead, He made the first icon Himself, by wiping his face with the Holy Napkin. 

Advanced Discussion Idea:   One of the main reasons we defend the veneration of icons is because of the 
Incarnation. The Son of God took on human �esh and lived among us. He took on an actual human 
body -- and a very speci�c body, at a speci�c time in history. Making the image of Christ recognizes and 
a�rms this important reality. The icon emphasizes the incarnation of Jesus Christ, and therefor it 
points us to the basic Christian truth that the one whose death and resurrection we celebrate on Pascha 
is in fact the Word of God who became human in Jesus Christ. Can you see how icons and the 
incarnation are related? 

 


