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

THE SECOND WEDNESDAY 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 Wednesday 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 the 
sign of the cross. 
 
When our Lord Jesus Christ conquered death by death, the method of His death was the cross. 
Crucifying people was a punishment used in those days, designed to humiliate, torture and kill 
criminals. But when Christ is put to death on the cross, He conquers death! For Christians, the cross is 
transformed from an instrument of death to the “life-giving” Holy Cross. For this reason, we decorate 
our churches with crosses, we wear crosses on our bodies, and during prayer we make the sign of the 
cross over ourselves with our right hand.  

For the sign of the Cross we put the �ngers of our right hand together as follows: We bring the tips of 
the �rst three �ngers together (the thumb, index, and middle ones), and bend the last two (the "ring" 
and little �ngers) against the palm. 

The �rst three �ngers represent God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, the Holy 
Trinity. The two �ngers bent signify the dual natures of Christ: He is fully God and fully man. 

Christians have been making the sign of the cross since the beginning. In the 2nd century, Tertullian 
wrote, "In all our travels and movements, in all our coming in and going out, in putting of our shoes, at 
the bath, at the table, in lighting our candles, in lying down, in sitting down, whatever employment 
occupieth us, we mark our foreheads with the sign of the cross". In the early church, the sign of the 
cross was made with just one �nger, on the forehead. Tertullian also wrote, "We Christians wear out 
our foreheads with the sign of the Cross." Christians would use one �nger to make the sign of the 
Cross on their foreheads or on other items, to bless them. 

In fact, the Holy Great Martyr Barbara lived at the beginning of the fourth century, and in her life story 
we hear of a miracle involving the sign of the cross! Her father, the pagan Dioscorus, was a rich man in 
the Syrian city of Heliopolis. His  wife had died, and he had only one daughter, Barbara, and she was 



very beautiful, so Dioscorus put her in a tower to keep her protected and hidden away. Only her 
teachers were allowed to see her, and from the tower windows she could see only the hills. Every day, 
she looked out on the wooded hills, the swiftly �owing rivers, and the �owery meadows. At night, she 
saw the stars twinkling. She concluded that the God who created such a beautiful world must be real 
and immense -- not a statue made by human beings like her father worshipped, but truly a God of 
in�nite power.  

As word of her great beauty spread throughout the city, many young men asked to marry her. But she 
refused to marry anyone! Dioscorus thought that maybe she had become strange from spending so 
much time alone in the tower, so he let her come out and live in the city. There, she met some young 
Christian women, and they taught her all about the Holy Trinity. Christians were being persecuted, so 
everything was kept very secret -- but it happened that a priest from Alexandria traveled through 
Heliopolis, and taught her about the faith and baptized her before heading back to his homeland. 

Dioscorus was building a bathhouse, with two windows on the south side. But Barbara approached the 
workers and asked them to make a third window so that it would have three, to glorify the Holy 
Trinity. 

Barbara stood beside the bathhouse, and on one of the walls she traced the sign of the cross with her 
�nger, and amazingly, the cross was deeply etched into the marble, as if she had carved it with iron. 
Later, her footprints were imprinted on the stone steps of the bathhouse. There were more miracles: 
the water of the bathhouse healed many people! 

When Dioscorus returned and found that his bathhouse had the wrong number of windows, Barbara 
told him that she had come to know the Holy Trinity. She spoke to him of Jesus Christ, and told him it 
was useless to worship false idols.  

Dioscorus was enraged, and after beating her himself, he turned her into the authorities, who tortured 
her and demanded that she give up Christ. She never did, and died for her faith. We recognize her as a 
great Saint and Martyr of the Church. 

Isn’t it amazing to think that she made the sign of the cross on a stone building, and it was carved into 
the stone? St. Barbara had great faith, and the healings at the bathhouse are surely proof that God 
worked wonders through her! 

When we make the sign of the cross, we should always do it with a prayerful and reverent spirit. We are 
calling down God’s blessing on the thing we cross -- whether we cross our own bodies or our food! 



Here are some good times to make the sign of the cross. You can probably think of more! 

● At the beginning and end of a prayer. 
● When we enter church, and when we leave church. 
● Every time we hear the words, "The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.” 
● When we hear the name of the All-Holy Mother of God (Theotokos), the Ever-Virgin Mary 

and the names of the Saints. 
● When we are about to hear the Holy Gospel, and after the Holy Gospel. 
● Whenever we venerate (kiss) a holy icon, a cross or the Holy Gospel Book. 
● Before and after each meal. 
● When passing by an accident or when we hear that someone is hurt or sick. 

There aren’t really any times when you should NOT make the sign of the cross! Make it whenever you 
are thinking of God and o�ering a prayer, whether it’s big or small. 

 

QUESTIONS 

How did the earliest Christians make the sign of the cross? 

They used one finger to trace the cross on their foreheads, or on any other object or body part. 

What is the signi�cance of the way we hold our �ngers when we make the sign of the cross today? 

We hold together three fingers for the Trinity, and two for the dual-natures of Christ (God and man). 

How did St. Barbara learn about God? 

St. Barbara witnessed the beauty of nature and understood that God had to be powerful and wonderful. 
Later, she met some Christian maidens who taught her about Christ and the Holy Trinity. 

Advanced Discussion Idea:   Sometimes a visitor to an Orthodox church gets confused because we don’t 
all cross ourselves at the same times! Many Orthodox people will develop special times when they like 
to cross themselves -- for example, in the Creed, some people cross themselves when we say, “One Holy, 
Catholic and Apostolic Church” because they know that they are members of the Church, so they 
cross themselves to acknowledge that. Is there a special time when you like to cross yourself that maybe 
other people would wonder about? Do you have any special crossing traditions? 


