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

THE SECOND THURSDAY 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 Thursday 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. Today we’re thinking about 
incense.  
 
Let’s begin by remembering the three Wise Men or Magi who visited our Lord Jesus Christ just after 
his birth. The Bible tells us, 
 
“Now after Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men 
from the East came to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is He who has been born King of the Jews? For we 
have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him.” 
 
When Herod the king heard  this,  he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with him. And when he had 
gathered all the chief priests and scribes of the people together, he inquired of them where the Christ 
was to be born. 
 
So they said to him, “In Bethlehem of Judea, for thus it is written by the prophet: 
‘But you, Bethlehem, in the land of Judah,  
Are not the least among the rulers of Judah;  
For out of you shall come a Ruler  
Who will shepherd My people Israel.’ ”  
 
Then Herod, when he had secretly called the wise men, determined from them what time the star 
appeared. And he sent them to Bethlehem and said, “Go and search carefully for the young Child, and 
when you have found  Him,  bring back word to me, that I may come and worship Him also.” 
 
When they heard the king, they departed; and behold, the star which they had seen in the East went 
before them, till it came and stood over where the young Child was. 
 



When they saw the star, they rejoiced with exceedingly great joy. And when they had come into the 
house, they saw the young Child with Mary His mother, and fell down and worshiped Him. And 
when they had opened their treasures, they presented gifts to Him: gold, frankincense, and myrrh. 
 
Then, being divinely warned in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed for their 
own country another way.”  (Matthew 2: 1-12) 
 
The Wise Men came from the east -- a very long journey -- to worship the newborn King of the Jews. 
On this long journey they carried three gifts for Him: Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh. Have you ever 
wondered why they brought those speci�c things? They bring Gold because He is a King, they bring 
Frankincense, which is a type of incense, because He is the High Priest, and Myrrh because that’s what 
was used to prepare bodies for burial, and Christ was born to die and conquer death by death. 
 
Our Lord Jesus Christ is the High Priest in charge of our whole Holy Church. What does a priest do? 
Well, He teaches us the faith, and he enters into the altar and makes our o�ering on behalf of us 
(sometimes the o�ering is incense or bread and wine, or prayers). Christ is the High Priest: He is our 
Teacher, and He is the One who makes an o�ering of His own life on our behalf. The Bible tells us, 
“For Christ did not enter a sanctuary made by human hands, a mere copy of the true one, but He 
entered into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf” (Hebrews 9:24)  We 
build our churches on earth to remind us of heaven -- but Christ enters into the altar of the real heaven! 
He is truly the High Priest. 
 
The Wise Men know that the right gift for the High Priest is incense, because priests use incense to 
honor God’s presence. 
 
Incense is a little resin, a mix made of spices and gums, that we can lay on top of a burning charcoal. 
Priests use a censer to burn the incense as they move around in the church. Did you know that the 
censer usually has three chains for the Holy Trinity, and twelve little bells for the twelve disciples? As 
the resin melts and burns away, it releases a fragrant smoke -- it both smells and looks beautiful. 
 
In the book of the Apocalypse (also called Revelations), St. John the Beloved writes, “The fragrant 
incense soaring aloft was the  prayer  of God's people on earth.” (Revelation 8:4) We think of our 
prayers as being in the incense -- the beautiful scent and the smoke move upward, as if moving toward 
God, just as our prayers do!   
 
In the Vespers services, we always sing this Psalm written by King David (who slew Goliath), “ Lord, I 
call upon Thee, hear me. Hear me, O Lord. Let my prayer arise in Thy sight as incense. And let the lifting 
up of my hands be an evening sacrifice. Hear me, O Lord.”  (Ps 141.1–2) 
 



We o�er incense and we o�er prayers, and together they rise up toward our Lord! 
 
The priest burns incense to represent our prayers, and then he walks around the church and ‘censes’ 
things. That means he swings the censer so the fragrant smoke will move toward a speci�c icon or 
person; he is ‘censing’ them by covering them with incense smoke. The priest censes the icons because 
they show up people and angels who are holy and have allowed God to work through them. The priest 
censes the people in the church because each and every one of them has been made in the image of 
God! We are all icons of Christ, so of course we must be censed! 
 
When you are censed, you should make the sign of the cross to remind yourself that you are an icon of                                         
Christ, made in the image and likeness of God!  
 
Incense smells beautiful, and God knows that our brains remember things very well with smell! Even 
when you are very old, the smell of a certain kind of food cooking will probably remind you of your 
grandmother’s kitchen or your favorite restaurant! A powerful smell brings you right back to the place 
where you smelled it before. So if you go home after church and then smell your clothes, maybe that 
smell will make you feel like you are back in church, and maybe when you walk into church, that smell 
of incense tells your brain that it’s time to pray!  
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 

 

The three wise men brought Jesus incense called ‘Frankincense’. Why did they bring this to Him? 

 

Incense was an appropriate gift for the High Priest!  Jesus Christ is the High Priest. 

 

Incense symbolizes prayer. Why? What do the two have in common? 

 

Just as the fragrant smoke of the incense moves upward toward heaven, so do our prayers!  

Why does the priest cense people? What should you do if he censes you? 

 

People are icons of Christ, made in the image and likeness of God, so they are holy! We wish to be made                                           

holier by God, so when the priest censes you, cross yourself! 

 



 

Advanced Discussion Idea:  Incense symbolizes prayer, but it also symbolizes the Holy Spirit! In the Old 

Testament, God’s presence is often connected to a cloud. Do you remember when Moses led his people 

out of Egypt? They followed a pillar of cloud in the sky which lit up like �re at night! When Moses 

went up on Mt. Sinai and received the 10 Commandments, the presence of God was a cloud that 

descended on the mountain the whole time he was there. And when Solomon built the Temple for 

God and they consecrated it (which means that everyone came to Temple to say special prayers to 

declare it a holy place) a cloud �lled every corner of that Temple to bless it. At the Trans�guration, 

when Jesus Christ revealed His glory to some of the disciples, He stood up on Mt. Tabor and the voice 

of God spoke from the cloud.   

 

Saint Symeon of Salonika writes, “ Like a cloud also the incense is offered, symbolizing the Holy Spirit and 

the transmission of His divine grace and fragrance.”   So in this way, the clouds of incense smoke call to 

mind the Holy Spirit and con�rm the presence of God. 

 


