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

FORGIVENESS SUNDAY 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is Forgiveness Sunday, and Great Lent o�cially begins during tonight’s Vespers services. If you 
haven’t been to a Forgiveness Vespers before, maybe you can try it this year!  We start out Great Lent by 
asking people for forgiveness, and by forgiving them too! 
 
Why do you think we start out our Lent by asking people to forgive us, and by forgiving them? 
 
The answer is in today’s Gospel reading, where Jesus teaches us a special prayer that we say all the time. 
We call it, “The Lord’s Prayer” or “The Our Father”. There are a few di�erent ways to translate it into 
English, but it usually goes: 
 

“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy name. Thy Kingdom come, Thy will be 
done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread,  and forgive us our 
trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us,  and lead us not into temptation, but 
deliver us from evil. For Thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen.” 
 
Then Jesus said, “For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive 
you. But if you do not forgive men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your 
trespasses.”  (Matthew 6: 9-15) 
 

Jesus warns us that if we do not forgive others, God will not forgive us! This week we will be thinking 
about why Jesus might say that if we hope to be forgiven, we must also be forgiving. That’s an 
interesting and important question. 
 
You might be able to attend Forgiveness Vespers tonight, which is the very �rst service of Great Lent. 
Something really amazing happens right in the middle of Forgiveness Vespers. 
 
You begin with the priest in his normal vestments, and with the church decorated like usual. But 
halfway through Vespers, Great Lent will suddenly begin!  So when you go, pay attention: the hymns 
the chanters are singing will get kind of sad and repentant,  and then the cloths in the room will 



suddenly be switched out for purple cloths, and the priests will change into Lenten vestments. Purple 
is the color we use in church during Great Lent, so when you see things turn to purple, you know it’s 
time! Right before your eyes, right in the middle of the service, a regular Vespers will suddenly give way 
to Great Lent! This is the exact moment when Great Lent begins! 
 
At the end of Vespers, we’ll do our �rst act of Great Lent:  we will ask forgiveness from our priest, and 
then from every single person in the church!  It sounds a little awkward and intimidating, but it’s very 
beautiful. 
 
There are a few di�erent ways to say it, but basically you’ll walk right up to each person and then bow 
down, crossing yourself and touching the ground in front of them. You’ll say, “Forgive me, a sinner!”   
 
What if you don’t think you’ve ever done anything wrong to them -- why would you need forgiveness? 
 
You know, sometimes we annoy people and we don’t even know it. Maybe we distracted someone 
when they were trying to pray, or maybe we made a joke that hurt their feelings but we didn’t even 
realize it. It is a very humble thing to admit that we might have done wrong things without even 
realizing it! 
 
You’ll say, “Forgive me, a sinner!” and the answer will be something like, 
 
“I forgive you. May God forgive us both!” or “God forgives and I forgive!”   
 
However you are saying it at your parish, the idea is that we will forgive each other, and we’ll remind 
each other that God is also forgiving. When we repent, when we choose to turn away from bad things 
and to do better, God forgives and gives us a second chance! 
 
Great Lent is a like a wonderful second chance. Starting now, we will try to do better:  to pray more, to 
show more love, to be more generous, and to control our appetites better.  Starting now, let’s try to be 
the best Orthodox Christians we can be for Great Lent! 
 
If you can’t go to Forgiveness Vespers, or maybe when you come back home after, it’s a nice idea to 
have a special forgiveness circle with your family.  After all, who do we hurt the most?  Annoy the 
most? Say angry things to the most?  Probably the people we see all the time:  our family. 
 
After you say prayers tonight, take a moment to bow before each person, saying, “Forgive me, a 
sinner!” And they can answer just as you do in your parish, whether you say, “I forgive you. May God 
forgive us both!” or “God forgives; I forgive.” or with whichever phrasing works best for your family. 



Ask each person for forgiveness, and let them know that you forgive them too.  And then the whole 
family can begin Great Lent with a clean slate! 
 
This is such a good family tradition that you might want to do it every week! 
 
 
QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS: 
 
What does Jesus say will happen if we do NOT forgive those who trespass against us? 
 
Jesus says that if we do not forgive others, God will not forgive us! 
 
When does Great Lent begin?  How can you tell? 
 
Great Lent begins during Forgiveness Vespers. You can tell because the cloths are all changed to purple and 
the priest’s vestments are changed to purple.  Purple is the color of Great Lent! 
 
Why would we say, “Forgive me, a sinner” to someone if we haven’t done anything bad to them? 
 
We might not even know someone, but we don’t know if we have annoyed them or caused them a problem 
in some way. Just in case we have, we humbly say, “Forgive me, a sinner!” 
 
For discussion:  what’s harder -- asking a stranger to forgive you, or asking your family to forgive you? 
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CLEAN MONDAY:  THE FIRST MONDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! Today is the �rst day of Great Lent, also 
known as “Clean Monday”.  Today we have a clean fresh start as we begin the great fast! 
 
The beginning of the fast is a good time to think about the beginning of the world!  In the �rst book of 
the Bible, Genesis, we learn that when God �rst created the world, He saw that everything was good. 
He made people, and saw that they were very good!  All of creation began good. 
 
The Lord God planted a garden in Eden, with every beautiful tree good for food to grow from the 
ground. Also, in the middle of the garden there were two trees:  the tree of life and the tree of learning 
the knowledge of good and evil. We call this garden, “Paradise”. 
 
The Lord God put Adam in the garden to tend and keep it, and He explained to him, “You may eat 
food from every tree in the garden; but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you may not 
eat; for in whatever day you eat from it, you shall die by death.” 
 
Adam and Eve lived happily in the Garden God had created for them, never su�ering or struggling. 
There was no hunger or pain, no sickness or death. In that perfect place, God was there with them; He 
would even walk and talk with them!   
 
But God was not the only one who talked with them in the Garden. One day, the serpent, the most 
cunning of all the wild animals, said to Eve, “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from every tree of the 
garden’?” and Eve answered, “We may eat the fruit from the trees of the garden; but from one tree in 
the middle of the garden, God said, ‘You shall not eat from it, nor shall you touch it, lest you die.’” 
 
Then the serpent said to Eve, “You will not die! God knows that if you eat that fruit, your eyes will be 
opened and you will be like gods, knowing good and evil.” 
 
So when the woman saw the tree looked very pleasant and beautiful, she took its fruit and ate. She also 
gave it to her husband, and he ate. 

 



After they ate the fruit of the forbidden tree, they suddenly knew they were naked. They had never 
noticed it before, but now they felt ashamed.  So they sewed �g leaves together to cover themselves. 
 
Then they heard the voice of the Lord God walking in the garden that afternoon, and Adam and Eve 
tried to hide.  
 
God called out, “Adam, where are you?”  
 
He replied, “I heard Your voice as You were walking in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; 
so I hid.”   
 
God said, “Who said you were naked? Have you eaten from the one tree from which I commanded you 
not to eat?”   
 
Then Adam said, “The woman You gave me -- she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.”   
 
So the Lord God said to the woman, “What is this you have done?”  
 
The woman said, “The serpent tricked me, and I ate.” 
 
The Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have done this, you are cursed! On your belly you shall 
go, and you shall eat dust all the days of your life. The woman’s seed shall bruise your head, and you 
shall be on guard for His heel.” 
 
To the woman He said, “Now that you have done this, you shall bring forth children in pain.” 
 
Then to Adam He said, “Because you followed your wife and ate the fruit I told you not to eat, now 
the ground will be cursed. You will have to work very hard all the days of your life, sweating and toiling 
until you return to the ground from which you were taken. Earth you are, and to earth you shall 
return.” 
 
Then the Lord God said, “Behold, the man has become like one of Us, to know good and evil. Now, in 
case he also takes fruit from the tree of life, and eats it, and live forever—” the Lord God sent him out 
of the garden.  And God stationed the cherubim and the �ery sword which turns every way to guard 
the way to the tree of life. 
 
After that day, Adam and Eve and all of the people who have come after them could not come back 
into Paradise; the gate was guarded and locked to them, so that they would not eat from the Tree of 
Life now that they had fallen into a sinful condition.  



Have you ever thought about how wonderful it would be to be in the Garden of Eden, in Paradise? 
Did you know that when Jesus was on the cross, He said to the good thief beside Him, “Assuredly, I say 
to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise.” (Luke 23:43).  When Jesus dies on the cross, He goes 
into Hades and breaks down the very same gate that has kept us away from Paradise!   
 
When we celebrate Pascha, we will be celebrating the fact that Christ has opened the gates forever, and 
allowed us to walk with God in Paradise once more. So when we prepare ourselves for Pascha, we begin 
by reminding ourselves of the sinfulness that kept us away from Paradise, and we ask God’s forgiveness 
and begin again with our e�orts to live a good and prayerful life, growing always closer to God so that 
we too can enter into His wonderful Paradise! 
 
Questions: 
 
What is it like in Paradise? 
 
Paradise is very beautiful and peaceful. There is plenty of food, and there is no suffering or struggle, no 
work or fighting. God is present there and you can spend time with Him. 
 
How did the serpent trick Eve? 
 
The serpent said that God was not telling the truth, and that He wanted to prevent them from being gods 
themselves.  
 
Why did Adam and Eve eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil? 
 
Eve chose to trust her own judgement over God’s instructions; she liked the look of the tree and liked the 
idea of being like gods, so she ate it, and Adam followed her.  
 
Adam blamed Eve for giving him the fruit, and Eve blamed the serpent for tricking her.  Who was really 
to blame for Adam and Eve eating that fruit? 
 
No one was forced to eat the fruit. Each of them chose to do it. 
 
Why does God make them leave the garden, and why does He set up guards? 
 
Because Adam and Eve were not yet ready for this knowledge (though eventually they would have been), 
they were now in a miserable state. If God allowed them to eat from the Tree of Life in their current state, 
their immaturity and misery would be permanent. Instead, God took pity on them and sent them out of 



the Garden, setting a flaming sword to guard the Tree, so that they would mature and change before they 
ate of the Tree of Life.  
 
Advanced Discussion Idea:   
 
How does our tradition of fasting relate to Adam and Eve’s experience in the garden?   
 
In the Garden, God o�ered one rule about food Adam and Eve were not allowed to eat, but they could 
not follow it. God o�ers us a ‘fasting rule’ -- can we keep it? 
 
Adam had dominion over the animals and he named each one of them, but he did not eat them.  In the 
Garden before the Fall, Adam and Eve ate what we could now call a Lenten diet, and they walked with 
God and conversed with Him comfortably. When they fasted, they were close to God. When they 
broke the fast, eating food which God had forbidden, their easy afternoons walking in the Garden with 
the Lord came to an end.  How does this relate to fasting during Great Lent? 
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THE FIRST TUESDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 
Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is the �rst Tuesday of Great Lent, and we have been thinking about Forgiveness this week. 
 
Our Lord Jesus Christ told a parable about forgiveness, and it’s recorded in the Gospel of Matthew. We 
call it, the “Parable of the Unforgiving Servant” and it goes like this: 
 
The kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who wanted to settle accounts with his servants. 
And when he had begun to settle accounts, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand 
talents. But as he was not able to pay, his master commanded that he be sold, with his wife and children 
and all that he had, and that payment be made. The servant therefore fell down before him, saying, 
‘Master, have patience with me, and I will pay you all.’ Then the master of that servant was moved with 
compassion, released him, and forgave him the debt.   
 
But that servant went out and found one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii; and 
he laid hands on him and took  him  by the throat, saying, ‘Pay me what you owe!’  So his fellow servant 
fell down at his feet and begged him, saying, ‘Have patience with me, and I will pay you all.’ And he 
would not, but went and threw him into prison till he should pay the debt. 
 
So when his fellow servants saw what had been done, they were very upset, and came and told their 
master all that had been done. Then his master, after he had called him, said to him, ‘You wicked 
servant! I forgave you all that debt because you begged me. Should you not also have had compassion 
on your fellow servant, just as I had pity on you?’ And his master was angry, and delivered him to the 
torturers until he should pay all that was due to him.   
 
And Jesus told the people, “So My heavenly Father also will do to you if each of you, from his heart, 
does not forgive his brother his trespasses.” 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
 
Why did the master decide that he would sell his servant along with his wife and children and all that 
he had? 



Because the servant owed him a large debt, and could not pay it. 
 
What made the master decide not to sell him? 
 
The servant begged his forgiveness, and the master showed mercy. 
 
Right after he was forgiven his huge debt, the servant went out to �nd another servant who owed him a 
small amount of money. What did he do to that servant? 
 
He laid hands on him and took him by the throat, saying, ‘Pay me what you owe!’ 
 
Did he show mercy when the servant begged his forgiveness? 
 
No, even though his master showed him great mercy, he showed no mercy to the servant who owed him. 
 
 
Advanced Discussion Prompt: 
 
In the Lord’s Prayer, we pray, “Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us” 
and we in the Bible we see that just after He gave us this very special prayer,  Jesus said, “For if you 
forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men 
their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive your trespasses.”  (Matthew 6: 15) 
 
Does this parable demonstrate the same idea? Why do you think that we can only be forgiven if we are 
forgiving?  Why is it so important that we have forgiving hearts? 
 
 
 
Find it in the Bible:  The Parable of the Unforgiving Servant, Matthew 18:21-35. 
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THE FIRST 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! 
 
Today is the �rst Wednesday of Great Lent, and we have been thinking about Forgiveness this week.  In 
the Bible, we �nd a wonderful story of forgiveness which points us to Pascha!  It’s the story of Joseph. 
 
You see, Jacob had twelve sons, but he loved the one named Joseph the most. He made him a very 
beautiful coat of many colors, and when his brothers saw it, they were angry. They knew that their 
father loved Joseph more than he loved them.   
 
Joseph was very prayerful, like his father, and he had great faith in God. God loved Joseph very much 
and He would send Joseph meaningful dreams, and sometimes, those dreams seemed too proud, and 
his family didn’t like them. 
 
One day, he told his brothers that, in his dream, they were all tying wheat into nice bunches, and then 
suddenly Joseph’s wheat rose up and all of his brothers’ wheat bowed down to Joseph’s wheat. So his 
brothers said to him, “Are you hoping to be king over us?” and they hated him even more. One day, 
Joseph’s brothers decided to kill him and they threw him into a pit; then some traders came by, and 
they decided to sell him for twenty pieces of gold. The traders took Joseph to Egypt. 
 
The brothers needed a story to tell their father, so they killed a young goat and dipped Joseph’s coat of 
many colors in its blood. Then they brought it to their father and pretended that a wild animal had 
taken Joseph away from them. Jacob was terribly sad to have lost his favorite son. All his sons and 
daughters tried to comfort him but he could not be comforted. 
 
The traders took Joseph to Egypt, and his life there was amazing and had many ups and downs! Joseph 
never forgot God, and remained prayerful and good no matter what happened around him. God never 
forgot about Joseph, and took care of him all the time. God gave Joseph a special gift so that he could 
understand dreams, and Joseph was able to tell everyone what their dreams meant.  
 
One day Pharaoh, who was the leader of Egypt, had a dream he could not understand: he was standing 
by a river, and suddenly seven fat cows came up out of the river, and then after them, seven skinny cows 
came out of the river. The skinny cows ate the fat cows!  



 
Then Pharaoh had another dream much like the �rst: seven plump ears of corn appeared, and then 
seven skinny ears of corn appeared -- and the skinny corn ate up all the fat corn! 
 
Pharaoh thought these were very strange dreams, so he called for all the wise men of Egypt. He told 
them his dreams, but no one could guess what they meant. They called for Joseph, who explained that 
God had shown him the meaning of the dreams: Egypt would have seven very good years with plentiful 
harvests, but then after that, there would be seven bad years, where the harvest would dry up.  The 
people might starve during these terrible years. God was telling Pharaoh to save the harvest from the 
good years, so that Egypt would have food during the bad years. God used Joseph to warn Pharaoh, so 
that God could save all of Egypt (and we shall see, many others as well!) from the famine. 
 
Pharaoh saw that the spirit of God was in Joseph, and put Joseph in charge of all of Egypt. Joseph did 
an excellent job of preparing Egypt for the coming famine. The next seven years saw abundant harvests; 
Joseph directed everyone to store up grain and other foods. Then the bad years came:  the harvests 
dried up and people everywhere were starving, except in Egypt, where they still had food saved.  
 
The famine also reached the land of Canaan, where Joseph’s brothers and his father Jacob lived. They 
knew that they would starve to death without help, so the brothers traveled to Egypt to buy grain. 
When they met Joseph, they bowed down (just as Joseph had predicted many years ago!) They did not 
recognize Joseph, but he recognized the brothers who had hated him though he did nothing wrong, 
who had thrown him into a pit and sold him into slavery.  
 
Joseph had every right to hate his brothers, and to tell them that they must starve to pay for what they 
did to him! 
 
But Joseph knew God. Joseph loved God very much, and he knew that God loves all people, even when 
they do bad things. God wants all sinners to repent and come back to Him. God forgives, and we must 
forgive too! 
 
Joseph’s brothers were so sorry that they had sold their brother and caused so much pain to their 
father, Jacob. After testing them and watching them, Joseph saw that they were sorry, and he forgave 
them. He said, “I am Joseph your brother, whom you sold into Egypt. Now do not be angry with 
yourselves because you sold me; for God sent me here to save lives. This is the second year of famine 
and there will be �ve more years. It was not you who sent me here, but God; and He made me ruler 
throughout all the land of Egypt.” 
 
Even though they had done a bad thing, God had turned it into salvation! Joseph could see how God 
had been working all along, sending Joseph to Egypt and giving him the true interpretations of dreams 



so that he could rise up and save all of Egypt, and now all of Israel by saving his family! Joseph could be 
a part of God’s plan because he was righteous -- he was prayerful and good, so he could understand 
God’s messages about dreams, and he was forgiving and merciful, which allowed him to save his family. 
 
The Fathers say that Joseph is so much like Jesus, because he is righteous and he delivers all of Israel and 
Egypt from death — just as Jesus Christ delivers all of us from death! God allowed Joseph to be 
betrayed, like Jesus was betrayed, and to be “dead” in the eyes of his family just as Jesus died and went 
down into Hades — so that God could show that he was not dead but was bringing salvation to the 
people.  
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
Why didn’t Joseph’s brothers like Joseph? What did they do to him?   
 
The brothers did not like Joseph because he was their father’s favorite son, and his dreams seemed to 
promise that he would be special and powerful. They sold Joseph to traders and lied to their father, saying 
that a wild animal had eaten Joseph, because they were jealous. 
 
How did Joseph know what people’s dreams meant? 
 
God told Joseph the meaning of dreams. 
 
What did Pharaoh’s dreams mean? 
 
Pharaoh’s dreams were about how seven good years (fat cows or ears of corn) would be swallowed up by 
seven very bad years (skinny cows or ears of corn).  It meant that Egypt would need to store up food during 
the good years, so that they would have something to eat during the bad years. 
 
Why did Pharaoh trust Joseph to be in charge of Egypt? 
 
Pharaoh believed that Joseph was wise, and saw that God was blessing him.  He wanted God to bless Egypt 
too, so he put Joseph in charge. 
 
Did Joseph forgive his brothers for selling him to the traders? 
 
Yes, Joseph forgave them and said that God had caused it to happen, so that Joseph could make sure that his 
family and so many others did not starve during the seven bad years. 
 



Advanced Discussion Idea:  List together all the ways Joseph is like Jesus. 
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THE FIRST 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! 
 
Today is the �rst Thursday of Great Lent, and we have been thinking about Forgiveness this week. The 
holy Saint Dionysios, who was born and raised on the beautiful Greek island of Zakynthos, is very 
famous for a situation where he forgave someone who most people would �nd very hard to forgive. 
 
You see, Dionysius was born to wealthy Christian parents, and they raised him to love God.  While he 
was still young, he chose to become a monk. He grew holier and holier over the years, and he was 
chosen to be the Archbishop of Aegina.  He took care of Aegina for a long time, and then eventually he 
retired, and moved back to a monastery on the island of Zakynthos. 
 
Now, back on Zakynthos, you see, there were two families who were always feuding, always �ghting 
with each other. They battled  all the time, and people were always getting hurt. One was Dionysius’ 
family, the Sigourou family, and the other was the Moninou family. In one of the battles between the 
two families, St. Dionysius’ own brother, Konstantinos, was murdered.  
 
The murderer ran to the saint’s monastery, and asked for refuge. When St. Dionysius asked why he 
needed refuge, the man answered that the Sigourou family was searching everywhere to �nd him and 
kill him. Naturally, the monastery was always a place of refuge, so the monks took him in to protect 
him. Later, he asked to confess to St. Dionysius, who of course said prayers with him and heard his 
confession. The man confessed that he had killed Konstantinos Sigourou, the saint’s own brother!   
 
St. Dionysius was so very sad to hear that his brother was dead!  Now he understood why his family was 
trying to kill this man. St. Dionysius was so sorry to lose his brother, and he was saddened to see human 
beings murdering each other. He hid the murderer in the monastery, so that he would not be killed by 
the saint’s family, and when he was able to do so, St. Dionysius helped the man escape. 
 
Can you imagine helping the man who murdered your brother escape from your own angry and hurt 
family members?  
 
Remember that St. Dionsyius was a priest and a man of God. When a person approaches a priest for 
confession, the priest passes along God’s forgiveness to them, so in this sense, St. Dionysius was 



required to forgive the man. But more importantly, the Saint understood that God wants salvation for 
all of us. God does not want us to commit terrible crimes against each other or to take each other’s 
lives! But if we do something wrong, God wants only for us to repent our sin and to change our ways, 
coming back to Him and to His Church. God loves even murderers, and God has asked us to love our 
enemies! Holy St. Dionysius understood this. 
 
If the family killed this man, he would never have time to think about his crime and repent. What’s 
more, now St. Dionysius’ own family member would be a murderer too. The other family would 
probably kill more people to avenge that murder, and then the other would have to kill more people to 
avenge those murders. The murder of Konstantinos was a terrible tragedy, but this situation would 
soon become more and more tragic: it could become a bloodbath! 
 
As God asks all of us to do, St. Dionysius forgave the man who had killed his brother and helped him 
escape safely, preventing what might have become many murders. Not only did he save lives, but he 
saved their killers from sinning in this terrible, tragic way. 
 
Many years later, the murderer returned to the monastery, and was repentant for the sin he had 
committed. When he learned that the monk who saved him was Konstantinos’ own brother, he was 
amazed and decided to stay with these wonderful monks, becoming a monk himself and repenting for 
the rest of his days for the life he had taken. 
 
God wants every sinner to repent and to come home to him, and surely if St. Dionysius had not been 
forgiving, this man would never have had time to repent or to become a monk himself!  It must have 
been hard to forgive this man, but because of St. Dionysius’ Christian heart, many lives -- and souls -- 
were saved by this one beautiful act of forgiveness. 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
Why was the Sigorou family trying to kill the man who showed up at the monastery? 
 
The two families were feuding, and this man killed Konstantinos Sigourou, and the family wanted to 
take revenge. 

What did St. Dionysius do when the man confessed that he had murdered Konstantinos? 

He forgave him, protected him, and helped him escape to safety. 



What good things came from St. Dionysius’ forgiveness? 

Because he forgave him and helped him escape, the Sigourou family was not able to kill the man. Because 
of this, there were no more revenge killings and many lives were saved. Also, the murderer was able to live 
to repent his crime, as God desires. 

When the man came back to the monastery, he was surprised. Why? What did he decide to do? 

He was surprised to learn that the man who forgave him and helped him was actually Konstantinos’ 
brother. He was so impressed with the saint’s holiness that he become a monk at the same monastery. 

Advanced Discussion Question:   We can see how St. Dionysius’ act of forgiveness had a kind of chain 
reaction e�ect, saving both lives and souls. Does forgiveness always have this e�ect? What kind of chain 
reactions do we set o� when we forgive? 
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THE FIRST 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! 
 
Today is the �rst Friday of Great Lent, and we have been thinking about Forgiveness this week. We 
have seen amazing examples of holy people who forgave tremendous crimes, like Joseph who forgave 
the brothers who sold him into slavery, and holy St. Dionysius who forgave the man who killed his own 
brother.  
 
It can be very di�cult to forgive much smaller transgressions than these! We know that if we hope God 
will forgive us our trespasses, we must forgive those who trespass against us, and yet this is not easy. 
Today we are going to think about an interesting strategy that can help us improve in humility and in 
forgiveness. 
 
Let’s imagine that there are two brothers, and they are �ghting. The older brother complains: “I am 
always helping my younger brother do things, but he always gets mad and yells at me! He never 
appreciates my help. He’s terrible to me!”  We might ask the younger brother why they are always 
�ghting and get a di�erent answer: “Every time I try to do something by myself, my older brother 
jumps in and tries to do it for me! He thinks I am a baby and I can’t do anything myself! He’s terrible 
to me!” These two brothers could stay mad for a very long time. What is the problem? 
 
The Church Fathers might tell us that the problem is that these boys are each looking at their brother’s 
sins and not at their own. They are so mad about their brother, but really they are not listening to what 
he says and only thinking about how mad it makes them. It’s hard to forgive when all we can see is 
what the other person has done wrong! 
 
What the older brother needs to say is, “My little brother gets mad when I try to help. He says that he 
does not want my help, but wants to try this on his own, and I keep forcing my help on him. This hurts 
my brother.”  
 
What the younger brother needs to say is, “My older brother gets mad when I refuse his help. He is 
hoping to teach me and to show me how smart and helpful he can be, but instead of thanking him for 
being helpful, I get angry and yell at him. This hurts my brother.” 



If the brothers could think about how the other one feels, and listen to the accusation the other one 
has made, they can see that they are both hurting each other.  Instead of thinking about what my 
brother is doing, I should stop and think about what I am doing. 
 
When we only focus on what the other one does wrong and we never blame ourselves, then the angry 
�ghting just goes on and on! But we can �x it if we stop and ask, what am I doing wrong? In most 
cases, both people are doing something wrong. When we see that both of us are wrong, it is much 
easier to be forgiving. 

But what if you are �ghting with your brother, and you examine your behavior and listen to his 
accusations and really search your heart, but you �nd that you really are not doing anything wrong at 
all!  What will help us forgive then? 

The very wise Abba Dorotheus said: "If a man really examines himself, in the fear of God, he will 
usually �nd that he  has  given cause for o�ence, either by deed or word or by his attitude or bearing. But 
if, in scrutinizing himself, he sees that he has given no cause in any of these ways at that moment, it is 
likely that at another time he has o�ended him either in the same circumstances or in others, or 
perhaps he has o�ended another brother and he would want to su�er on that account or for some 
other wrongdoing. If he examines himself in the fear of God and gropes about diligently in his own 
conscience, he will always �nd cause for accusing himself." (St. Dorotheus of Gaza,  Discourses and 
Sayings, pp. 141-2) 

So let’s imagine another case, this time it is two sisters who are �ghting. The younger sister was sitting 
quietly on the couch reading a little book, when her older sister came in and sat right beside her, and 
started to read over her shoulder, which can be very annoying. The younger sister asked her politely to 
stop, so the older sister decided to amuse herself by pulling her little sister’s hair! Both girls said that the 
other girl was more annoying, but the truth is that if you really examine the situation, the younger 
sister is innocent here. All she has done is read a book and speak politely, and her older sister has been 
intentionally annoying her. 

How can the younger sister ever forgive her older sister? 

Well, perhaps the younger sister can try to remember a time when she annoyed her older sister, or her 
friend or her mother. If she searches her heart enough, she’ll �nd a time when she o�ended someone. If 
she can remember how easily she fell into a sin like that, and how much she hopes to be forgiven, this 
will help her forgive her sister. 

Sometimes, when we ask someone to forgive us, we say, “Please forgive me! I was wrong to do that, but 
I did it because you…” That apology is not a good apology. We need to think only about what we have 
done wrong, not about what someone else did wrong. A good apology speaks only of our own sins. 
We're not responsible before God for the other person's sins, we are only responsible for our own sins. 



Remember how Adam and Eve blamed others for the bad choice that they made in the garden? God 
did not punish them for the others’ bad choices. He punished each of them for their own bad choices. 

Sometimes, when we ask each other to forgive us, we say, “Please forgive me! I was wrong to do that, 
but I did it because you…”  That’s not a good apology. We should focus only on our own sins, and not 
call attention to the sins of another. We're not responsible before God for the other person's sins, we're 
only responsible for our own. 

Too often, we wait to ask forgiveness until the other person has asked forgiveness. What if both people 
wait forever? We should always be quick to ask forgiveness and to forgive, so that we can keep our 
hearts focused on God instead of tied up in anger.  

With forgiveness in our hearts, we can receive forgiveness, and we can participate in God’s wonderful 
work here on earth. 

 

QUESTIONS: 

 

Why do the Fathers tell us to accuse ourselves? Why does that help us forgive? 

When we think about other people’s sins, it is easy to judge and hard to forgive, but when we admit that we 
are sinful too, it is much easier to forgive other sinners. 

 

Why shouldn’t we say “but” or talk about another person’s sins in our apologies? 

An apology should speak only of our own sins. After all, we're not responsible before God for the other 
person's sins, we're only responsible for our own. 

 

If you aren’t already praying the Lenten Prayer of St. Ephraim, you might want to start today. Your 
parish may use a di�erent translation or do prostrations at di�erent times, but here is the basic idea: 

O Lord and Master of my life! Take from me the spirit of laziness, idle curiosity, lust for power, 
and vain talk.  (+ Prostration) 

But give rather the spirit of chastity, humility, patience, and love to Thy servant.  (+ Prostration) 

Yea, Lord and King! Grant me to see my own faults and not to judge my brother, for Thou art 
blessed unto ages of ages. Amen.  (+ Prostration) 



As you can see, St. Ephraim teaches to �rst repent our own sins, then to ask God to help us do better, 
and �nally asks God to help us master self-accusation:  “Grant me to see my own faults and not to 
judge my brother”!  This is a wonderful prayer for every day of Great Lent! 

Advanced discussion idea:  Discuss the Prayer of St. Ephraim and situations where self-accusation might 
have been a good strategy for you. 



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

THE FIRST SATURDAY 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! 
 
Today is the �rst Saturday of Great Lent, and we have been thinking about Forgiveness all week.  
 
There is another Saint who was well known for forgiveness. He was an Egyptian monk named Doulas, 
and he had a di�cult life. He was known for being meek, humble and obedient — and because of this, 
the other monks mocked him, abused him and humiliated him on a daily basis. 
 
At �rst it was di�cult for him; but gradually, praying to God and humbling his soul, he reached the 
point that he was able to feel sorry for his abusers with all his heart and to pray for them. Have you ever 
prayed for someone who was mean to you? God asks us to pray for our enemies, because mean people 
really need our prayers to help their hearts soften so they will repent, but also because when we pray for 
someone we begin to see them like God sees them. We begin to love them, and to feel sorry for them 
because they are so twisted up and mean and unhappy.  
 
One day a monk stole and hid some valuable church vessels from the monastery’s cathedral. During the 
investigation, some of the monks accused St. Doulas, because they didn’t like him. The humble monk 
tried to defend himself, but some of the other monks were saying that they saw him take the vessels! 
When St. Doulas saw that nobody would believe him, he stopped arguing and said: “Forgive me, holy 
fathers; I am a sinner.” Everyone believed he was guilty! The abbot of the monastery ordered that St. 
Doulas be stripped of his monastic clothing and be dressed in regular clothes. Sobbing bitterly, Saint 
Doulas prayed, “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, because of Thy Holy Name I clothed myself in 
monastic garb, but now, through my sins, it is stripped from me.” 

 St. Doulas was placed in chains, and the steward demanded to know where the church vessels were 
hidden, but he only repeated, “Forgive me, I have sinned.” 

Then they turned him over to the civil authorities for trial and they tortured him, but the saint 
repeated, “I have neither silver, nor the lost vessels.” The city leaders asked the monks what to do with 
him, since they had delivered him over to the courts. They answered, “Do with him as the laws 
prescribe.” The saint was sentenced to have both his hands cut o�. Before the they cut his hands o�, 
the governor said, “Tell us where the vessels are and you shall go free.” The saint answered, “Governor, 



do you want me to confess something that I did not do? I do not want to tell lies about myself, since 
every lie is from the devil.” They took the saint to the place of execution.  

St. Doulas did not complain throughout any of his tortures or punishments, even though he was 
innocent of the crime. He remained humble and prayerful and quiet throughout the whole ordeal, 
which is why today he is called St. Doulas, the Passion-Bearer of Egypt. A passion-bearer is a person 
who faces death and su�ering in a Christ-like way, quietly and humbly, without anger or complaint. 

Finally, at the last minute, the person who really stole the church vessels felt bad for the punishments 
St. Doulas was receiving, and he went to the abbot to confess that he had committed the crime, so St. 
Doulas did not lose his hands. 

After twenty years of exile and humiliation, Saint Doulas was allowed to return to the same monastery 
where he was abused and mocked, accused of a crime he did not commit and handed to the authorities 
for trial and torture. Can you imagine what it would feel like, to come back to a place like that? Can 
you imagine how St. Doulas must have felt, looking at those monks who had been so cruel? 

All of the monks began to ask St. Doulas to forgive them. What do you think he did? 

Amazingly, St. Doulas was not angry with them at all. He wasn’t upset at all. Instead, he was grateful! 
He thanked those monks for doing him a favor!  What was that favor? 

St. Doulas thanked them for giving him an opportunity to blot out his sins through innocent su�ering. 
He was very holy, but of course, only Jesus Christ is without sin! The saint had su�ered greatly, but 
throughout his su�ering he prayed to God and grew ever closer to Him.  

The saint thanked the people who had harmed him, and then he asked the Lord to forgive them.  

After three days they found the saint had died while kneeling at prayer. His body was locked in the 
cathedral, and his burial was delayed until the arrival of the Abbot and monks from a nearby 
monastery. When they arrived, everyone gathered for the funeral and went into the church, and they 
saw that the body of St. Doulas was not in the cathedral. Only his clothes and sandals remained. 

Everyone understood that the Lord was showing them that they were not worthy to bury this great 
saint, because they had believed that he was  a sinner and a thief. 

 

 



QUESTIONS 

The other monks teased and mocked and abused St. Doulas.  Why? 

Because he was meek, humble and obedient -- all of which are actually very good qualities, but they were 
not meek and humble and obedient, and didn’t see those as good qualities as all. 

Another monk stole some church vessels and hid them. Why did they think St. Doulas did it? 

The monks who mocked St. Doulas disliked him very much, so they accused him and even pretended to 
have seen him do it. 

What was the punishment for taking the church vessels? 

St. Doulas was chained up and then handed over to the courts, who tortured him and sentenced him to 
having his hands chopped off. (At the last minute, the real thief confessed, and St. Doulas kept his hands.) 

When St. Doulas returned to his old monastery, how did he react to the monks who had treated him so 
badly? What did he say to them? 

St. Doulas forgave them, and said that he was grateful that they gave him an opportunity to blot out his 
sins through innocent suffering. He prayed that God would forgive them as well! 

What miracle occured after the saint’s death? 

St. Doulas’ body disappeared from the locked cathedral! 

 

Advanced Discussion Idea:   It is hard to imagine a person who could be mocked and humiliated and 
literally tortured for so long, but who can easily forgive his accusers.  There is another famous saint, St. 
Seraphim of Sarov, who was beaten so badly by robbers that he was permanently bent over for the rest 
of his life, but when the police caught them, he asked them to forgive them and not to punish them for 
their crimes. These holy saints truly forgave their attackers. What do you think makes that possible? 


