
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 are exploring the theme of Orthodoxy. We 
are thinking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about 
incense.  
 
Incense has always been specially used to worship God. Remember the three Wise Men who visited our 
Lord Jesus Christ just after his birth? The Bible tells us that, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem, some 
wise men from the East came to Jerusalem. When they got there, they asked to see the King of the Jews! 
They said, “We have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him.” 
 
When King Herod heard about this, it bothered him! He did not want there to be another king, and he 
knew nothing about a baby King being born. He gathered all the chief priests and smartest people 
together, and asked them to tell him where Christ was supposed to be born. The smart people told 
Herod that long ago the prophets had written that a Ruler would be born in Bethlehem. 
 
Herod called the Wise Men to come to him. He asked them all about the star that they had seen. In his 
mind, he �gured out when the star had appeared in the sky, so he could know about when the new 
King was born. He did not talk to the wise men about that, though. He just told them that the child 
was born in Bethlehem. Then he 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.” He did not really 
want to worship the King, but he pretended that he did. 
 
The Wise Men went away from King Herod, and the star showed them exactly where the young Child 
was. When they found the  young Child with Mary His mother, the Wise Men fell down and 
worshiped Him. Then they gave Him gifts that they had brought along for Him. Do you know what 
they gave to Him? They gave Him gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And after they saw and worshiped 
Jesus, a dream told the Wise Men not to go back to King Herod, so they went home a di�erent way. 
 
Let’s think a little about the gifts that the Wise Men brought to Jesus. What did they bring? They 
brought gold, frankincense and myrrh. Do you know why they brought those things? They brought 
gold because He is a King; frankincense, a kind 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 so He could win 
over death by dying. 
 
Let’s think a little about priests. What does your parish priest do? He teaches you the faith, and he 
enters into the altar and makes o�erings on your behalf (sometimes the o�ering is incense or bread and 
wine, or prayers). Our Lord Jesus Christ is  the  High Priest in charge of the whole Holy Church. He is 
the most important Priest of all! He does the same things that your parish priest does! Christ is our 
Teacher, and He is the One who makes an o�ering on our behalf. Christ’s o�ering is di�erent from 
your parish priest’s o�ering, though: Christ o�ers His own Life! And the altar that Christ enters into is 
the real, Holy Altar in Heaven!  He is not just  a  priest: he is  the  High Priest. The wise men knew that, so 
they brought a gift of incense to Him.  
 
P riests use incense to honor God’s presence. Do you know that incense comes from trees? It is made 
with spices and gum (This gum is not chewing gum! This kind of gum is a sticky sap that comes from a 
tree). We set the incense on a piece of burning charcoal, and it makes a sweet smelling smoke. 
 
In the last book of the Bible, a verse says that “the fragrant incense soaring aloft was the prayer of God's 
people on earth.” So, we can think about how our prayers rise up to God just like smoke rises up from 
incense.  
 
Have you ever heard this song that we sing at Vespers? “Let my prayer arise as incense before Thee. And 
the lifting up of my hands as an evening sacri�ce.” We hear this song every Wednesday of Great Lent, 
during the Presancti�ed Divine Liturgy, too. This song reminds us that we o�er incense and prayers, 
and both of them rise up together to God! 
 
Do you have a favorite smell? When you smell that smell, how does it make you feel? God designed us 
to have happy thoughts about beautiful smells. When you go home after church and then smell your 
clothes, you might still be able to smell the incense! That beautiful smell can help you to feel like you 
are back in church, and to feel peaceful. Smells can also be a reminder for us. Now that we know how 
incense works together with prayers, whenever we walk into church and smell the incense, it can 
remind our brain that it is time to pray!  
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 

 

The Wise Men brought Jesus incense called ‘Frankincense’. Why did they bring this to Him? 

 



Because  Jesus Christ is the High Priest, and priests use incense to honor God. 

 

How does incense work together with prayer? 

 

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

 

God made us so that smells do something to our brain. What are some of the good things that smells 

can do to our brain? 

 

Smells that we love can make us feel happy. Smells can also remind us to do something. 

 

 

Advanced Discussion Idea:  Did you ever watch the incense at church? It sometimes burns so strongly 

that it forms a cloud! That cloud is there to remind us of something besides our prayers. 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, although incense symbolizes prayer, the clouds of 

incense smoke also remind us of the Holy Spirit and that God is near to us. (When Moses led the 

people of Israel out of Egypt, they followed a cloud - the presence of God. When Solomon built the 

Temple, a cloud - God’s presence - �lled every corner of the Temple to bless it. When Christ revealed 

His glory to some of the disciples on Mt. Tabor, the voice of God spoke from what? From a cloud!) 

God’s Holy Spirit is with us in the clouds of incense! 

 

  

 

 
 


