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

THE FIRST SUNDAY OF GREAT LENT 
SUNDAY OF ORTHODOXY! 

 
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 Sunday of Great Lent, the Sunday of Orthodoxy!   
 
Beginning in the year 726, something called the Iconoclastic Controversy began. The iconoclasts were 
against icons and wanted them removed from the Church and destroyed. They believed that making 
images of God was forbidden because of the Commandment not to worship graven images: they were 
concerned that people were worshipping the icons themselves.  
 
Those who loved icons argued that, in the Old Testament, the understanding was that you cannot see 
God so you cannot make images of Him. But the Old Testament ends just before the birth of Jesus 
Christ. Once Jesus Christ is born, something very important has changed: God is incarnate, He has 
taken on human �esh. Jesus Christ is God, and He has a visible human body, which can be touched 
and wounded and cruci�ed. Once He took on a human body, we could make images of it.  
 
They also argued that people should not worship icons, but instead that they could venerate them. 
Worshipping an icon would mean that you thought the icon itself -- the wood and the paint -- had 
some kind of magical power or was like a god. On the other hand, venerating is showing respect to an 
icon that transfers to the real person in the icon. So if you kiss an icon of Jesus and say a prayer, you 
would understand that the real Jesus Christ is receiving your kiss and your prayer. You are not kissing 
and praying to wood and paint, but kissing and praying to Jesus who is in heaven, and who you are 
seeing in the icon.  
 
In some cases, people were going too far with icons. It was a question that needed to be clari�ed. But 
this was not just a conversation, a discussion among theologians. It was a persecution, and the 
Christians who defended the icons were martyred. Much blood was spilled by the iconoclasts -- 
perhaps more than all of the persecutions we hear about in the early years of the Church. But this time, 
it was not pagans killing Christians, but Christians killing Christians. 
 
When an iconoclast named Leo the Isaurian become emperor, he removed the holy Patriarch 
Germanus from his throne at the head of the Church, and sent him to prison. The emperor decreed 



that all icons must be con�scated   and destroyed -- from churches, from public spaces, and even from 
people’s homes. Even the copper wonderworking icon of our Lord Jesus Christ which was above the 
“Copper Gates” in Constantinople was to be removed and destroyed! 
 
The people were upset to lose this beloved icon! An outraged crowd gathered at the Copper Gates, as 
the soldiers climbed a ladder to remove the beloved icon. Many people in the crowd rushed toward the 
ladder, and it toppled to the ground -- killing the soldier who had been standing at the top.  

The emperor executed many faithful Christians as a result of this situation, most of whose names we 
do not know. We do know that Julian, Marcian, John, James, Alexius, Demetrius, Leontius, Photius 
and Peter, were locked up in prison and kept there for about eight months, each day receiving 500 
blows. They stayed alive through this only through the power of Christ and bravely endured their 
su�erings. 

By order of the emperor they were burned with a red-hot iron and their heads cut o�. Saint Maria the 
Patrician, a wealthy woman who had been present on the day that the ladder fell, but who had not 
been locked up in prison, learned about their executions, and voluntarily accepted a martyr’s death. 
The bodies of the martyrs were buried in a coastal area near the church of the holy Martyr Theodore, 
and 139 years later, it was discovered that none of them had decayed; they were ‘incorrupt’. This is how 
God sometimes lets us know that this is indeed a very holy saint. 

Over those years many good Christians were killed for defending icons. People took the beautiful icons 
out of churches and hid them in their homes to protect them, at the risk of death to themselves and 
their families.  

More than one hundred years after the trouble at the Copper Gates, the controversy was �nally laid to 
rest. A council of all the bishops and patriarchs decided that icons could be used in church, that they 
could be venerated but never worshipped, and that the use of icons speci�cally celebrates and a�rms 
the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ. Icons were o�cially restored to the Church on the �rst 
Sunday in Lent. Many families brought wonderful icons out of hiding in their attics and walls, and 
placed them back in the churches where they belonged. Ever since, this �rst Sunday of Great Lent has 
been commemorated as the "Triumph of Orthodoxy". 

We celebrate the return of the icons, the victory over iconoclasm, but we are celebrating more. The 
victory of the icons a�rms the incarnation of Christ -- the truth that our God took on a speci�c 
human body at a speci�c time in history, and this speci�c Jesus Christ is the Word of God, and is the 
same one whose death and resurrection we celebrate at Pascha. The Word of God is truly the One who 
was cruci�ed and the One who tramples down death by death! When we celebrate the Triumph of 
Orthodoxy, we celebrate the spreading of the truth, that God became a man who was nailed to a cross 



and who rose from the dead, and that man chose twelve apostles and gave them the power to preach 
His gospel to the whole world! Christ Himself built our Church and presides over it today. That is the 
Triumph of Orthodoxy! 

This is a triumph that makes so happy that we might shout! On this �rst Sunday of Great Lent, 
Orthodox people all over the world will carry icons in processions and loudly declare: 
 

This is the Faith of the Apostles, this is the Faith of the Fathers, this is the Faith of the 
Orthodox, this is the Faith which has established the Universe. 

Today only, no one will mind if you shout that out in Church. Today is a day to celebrate Christ’s 
victory and His Church’s Triumph! 

QUESTIONS: 

Why did the iconoclasts think you could not make an image of God, and why do the Orthodox say that 
you can make them? 

In the Old Testament, they cannot make images of God because God cannot be seen. The Orthodox argue 
that after the Old Testament, when the Son of God takes on a human body, then you can see Him and 
make images of Him. 

Iconoclasts argued that people were worshipping icons. Would that be good? 

No, that would not be good. It is good to venerate an icon, which means that you can kiss and pray to an 
icon understanding that the person or angel in the icon in heaven is really the one you are kissing and 
praying to. It is not good to worship an icon, which means thinking that the icon itself is powerful. Even a 
wonder-working icon is not doing miracles by itself, but through the prayers of the person in the icon and 
through the power of Jesus Christ. 



What happened when the soldiers came to take away the icon above the Copper Gates in 
Constantinople? 

A crowd gathered and they were very upset, They rushed the ladder a soldier was standing on, and the 
ladder fell and the soldier died. Many Christians were martyred for this, and some were tortured for 
eight months and then martyred. 

 
For Discussion:  When we talk about how the Orthodox faith has not changed much over the years, 
what we are really saying is that many Christians fought and died to keep the teachings of the Church 
the same, to preserve the faith of our fathers and the faith that the holy apostles handed down to us. 
Can you imagine having to �ght to keep the Church from changing to a false teaching? Because of 
those holy people who fought for the icons and who put their lives on the line for the Church, we can 
carry icons in processions and pray in churches with beautiful icons on all of the walls! We should say a 
prayer of thanksgiving to those holy saints who preserved the faith for us, and we should pray for 
strength to make sure that we pass down the true faith to those who come after us! 
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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? 
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THE SECOND TUESDAY 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 Tuesday of Great Lent, and this week we will be exploring the theme of Orthodoxy; 
we’ll consider many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about how 
we Orthodox worship with all of our senses and our whole bodies! Why do we do that, and how? 
 
As we prepare ourselves for Pascha, let’s think about Christ’s Resurrection. As we know, our Lord was 
cruci�ed and died on a cross, and on the third day when the women went to the tomb they found that 
it was empty! The linen cloths and the handkerchief that had been around Christ’s head were folded 
and left behind in the tomb, but His body was not, because Christ resurrected  bodily.   Forty days later, 
when He ascended up to heaven, He took that body with Him -- not only did God take on human 
�esh on earth, but He carried that human �esh right up to heaven. 
 
Christ’s resurrection is not the end of the story. The joy of the resurrection is not just that Christ 
resurrected, but that  we will too!  There will be another resurrection in the future, which we call “The 
Second Coming” -- this is what we mean when we say in the Creed, “and He will come again in glory 
to judge the living and the dead. His Kingdom shall have no end.” Someday, Christ will come back and 
all human beings from all of history will be resurrected too! Abraham and Noah and you and me, and 
everyone who ever lived will be resurrected when Jesus Christ comes back to us,  and we will all have 
our bodies!   Our bodies will be di�erent, because they will not feel hot or cold, they won’t get sick and 
they won’t die. They will be di�erent from our bodies now, but they’ll still be our bodies. 
 
Some people think that you are ‘really’ just a soul and that you are somehow trapped in a body, but 
truly you are both your body and your soul together. When we die, we will be separated from our 
bodies for a time, but when Christ returns, we will be have our bodies again.  
 
Our bodies have a big e�ect on us. When we are sick, it can be hard to think. When we are very tired, it 
can be hard to pray -- we might fall asleep even though we are trying to pray! It can be hard to pray 
when we are laying down, but it is easy to stay awake and to keep praying if we stand up. What about 
when we are very full of food? Have you ever noticed that after a big Thanksgiving dinner, people seem 
to want to lay around on couches and relax? We get kind of sleepy and lazy when we eat a lot of rich 



foods. No wonder when we want to be more prayerful during Lent, we don’t eat all of those rich 
foods! Our bodies play an important part in our spiritual lives. 
 
God made us, so He really understands how we work and He designed our worship in a way that really 
works for the way we are built! Our Orthodox worship always involves your whole body and all of your 
senses, because your body is a part of you!  So why do we Orthodox worship with our bodies?  Because 
we know the joy of the resurrection, and we know that our body and our soul are forever connected, so 
we must use both of them to worship God and to develop healthy spiritual lives. 
 
How do we use both body and soul in worship? 
 
We use our �ve senses: 

● We see the light of the candles and the icons. 
● We smell the incense. 
● We hear the beautiful chanting and the ringing of the bells. 
● We touch our �ngers together and make the sign of the cross. 
● We taste the Body and Blood of Christ. 

 
We stand up, and we kneel down. We cross ourselves and touch our hearts or touch the �oor. We 
prostrate ourselves on the �oor. We trace a cross in holy oil on each other’s foreheads. We watch the 
acolytes process, and run our �ngers over carved wood and embroidered linens. Our eyes feast on the 
rich colors of the icons. 
 
Through all of this, we are helping to focus ourselves on the prayers we are o�ering up to God, and we 
keep our bodies and our souls united in the joy of moving ever closer to Christ. 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
Are human beings really just souls that are trapped inside bodies? 
 
No. Human beings are both soul and body, together. 
 
When we die, our bodies will be buried and souls will leave them behind. When will our souls be 
reunited with our bodies? 
 
When Christ comes back at the “Second Coming”, all of human beings who ever lived will be resurrected 
with their bodies. 



Can you name three ways that your body participates in Orthodox worship? 
 
(Smells incense, crosses self, stands, kneels, prostrates, hears chanting, sees icons, etc.) 
 

 

Advanced Discussion Idea:   We don’t know when Christ will return, and we don’t know 
much about what our bodies will be like. Do you ever wonder what it will be like at the 
Second Coming? From the last chapters of the Gospel of John, we do have a little bit of 
information on Christ’s resurrected body -- for example, He ate �sh after He resurrected. It 
seems that He could pass through closed doors. The apostle Thomas was able to stick his 
hands into Christ’s wounds -- so Christ still had wounds and He could be touched in His 
resurrected body! We don’t know for sure that our resurrected bodies will be like Christ’s 
was. What do you think? To know for sure, we will have to wait and see. 
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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? 
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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. 

 



Tending the Garden of our Hearts:   
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THE SECOND 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! 
 
It’s the second Friday of Great Lent, and this week we are exploring the theme of Orthodoxy; we’re 
thinking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about 
candles. 
 
There is a special miracle that happens every year, involving candles! Pascha is the most glorious feast of 
the church, and it’s very special everywhere -- but at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, 
something amazing happens every year. The Holy Sepulchre is the tomb of Jesus Christ, the very place 
where Christ’s body was laid and where He resurrected. This is the tomb that the women approached, 
only to �nd that Christ was gone and only the linens and the handkerchief they had wrapped Him in 
were left behind. When St. Constantine was Emperor, he sent his mother, St. Helena, to the Holy 
Land, and she located the True Cross and the Holy Sepulchre, and built a beautiful church. In fact, the 
one church is large enough to house both the tomb and the little hill at Golgotha -- both Christ’s tomb 
and the spot where He was cruci�ed have been enclosed inside this beautiful church. 
 
When Pascha, the feast of the Resurrection, you can imagine that many people make the pilgrimage to 
celebrate in the actual place where the Resurrection happened. Usually, people arrive in the afternoon 
on Holy Friday, and then camp there, waiting for the great miracle, which happens every year on Holy 
Saturday. 
 
On Holy Saturday, at around 11:00 am, the Christian Arabs begin chanting loudly. In the 13th 
century, the Turks occupied Jerusalem and Christians were not allowed to chant in the streets -- they 
had to keep quiet about their faith, and chant only in the churches. Now they exercise this freedom to 
chant publicly with great joy! They loudly chant traditional hymns while drummers sit on the 
shoulders of young men who dance vigorously. It’s very energetic and exciting! In particular, they love 
to chant, “We are the Christians, we have been Christians for centuries, and we shall be forever and 
ever. Amen!” 
 
At 1:00pm, the chants quiet down. People become very solemn, and silence falls over the large 
gathering. They are outside the church and up and down the streets -- tense, waiting. They expect a 
great miracle from God, so they pray and prepare themselves, and they wait. 



 
Every year is the same. A group from the local authorities elbows its way through the crowd. When the 
Turks occupied Palestine, it was Muslim Turks who pushed through to the front. Today, they are 
Israelis. They come to represent the Romans at the time of Jesus. The Gospels tell us that the Romans 
went to seal the tomb of Jesus, so that His disciples would not steal his body and say that He had risen. 
In the same way, today’s authorities come on Holy Saturday to seal the tomb with wax. Before they seal 
the door, they enter the tomb, and check for any hidden source of �re. When they have con�rmed that 
there is nothing anyone can make �re with inside that tomb, they seal it closed with the Patriarch of 
Jerusalem inside (just as Christ was sealed inside so many years ago.)  The church is packed tightly with 
people, and is completely dark as they wait. 
 
Patriarch Diodor describes it like this: “I �nd my way through the darkness towards the inner chamber 
in which I fall on my knees. Here I say certain prayers that have been handed down to us through the 
centuries and, having said them, I wait. Sometimes I may wait a few minutes, but normally the miracle 
happens immediately after I have said the prayers. From the core of the very stone on which Jesus lay an 
inde�nable light pours forth. It usually has a blue tint, but the colour may change and take many 
di�erent hues. It cannot be described in human terms. The light rises out of the stone as mist may rise 
out of a lake — it almost looks as if the stone is covered by a moist cloud, but it is light. This light each 
year behaves di�erently. Sometimes it covers just the stone, while other times it gives light to the whole 
sepulchre, so that people who stand outside the tomb and look into it will see it �lled with light. The 
light does not burn — I have never had my beard burnt in all the sixteen years I have been Patriarch in 
Jerusalem and have received the Holy Fire. The light is of a di�erent consistency than normal �re that 
burns in an oil lamp... At a certain point the light rises and forms a column in which the �re is of a 
di�erent nature, so that I am able to light my candles from it. When I thus have received the �ame on 
my candles, I go out and give the �re �rst to the Armenian Patriarch and then to the Coptic.” (Quote 
from holy�re.org) 
 
When the door of the tomb opens, a rumble goes through the crowd and when they see the light a 
great cheer goes up! The Patriarch emerges and lights the candles of the Patriarchs waiting, and then he 
begins to light the candles of the people -- just as your priest does at your church!  But with this Holy 
Fire, something else happens -- people are passing the light, but the �re also begins to jump around the 
church! It leaps and whirls around and lights the various lamps around the church, and even lights the 
candles of some of the people in di�erent parts of the room! 
 
Right here at the beginning, in the church of the Holy Sepulchre, this �rst �re is not like regular �re. It 
is bluish colored, and it does not burn! People put their hands in it and their hands do not burn! Do 
you remember the burning bush that Moses saw? God was in that bush like a �re, but the bush was not 
burning up. This Holy Fire is truly of God, for like the �re that glowed in the burning bush, this �re 
will not burn or damage or consume what enters into it. It burns beautifully and brightly and it does 



not burn your hand if you hold it in the �ame! After a while, the �re becomes regular �re, and loses its 
bluish color and burns like earthly �res.  
 
If you’re interested, you can search YouTube for videos of the Holy Fire. It’s pretty amazing to watch! 
 
One year, something very remarkable happened with this miracle. In 1579, the Turkish occupiers of 
Palestine decided that they would not allow the Patriarch to enter the tomb and receive the �re. They 
locked everything up, and refused to allow the usual Christian activities and ceremonies. The crowd of 
faithful showed up anyway, and they stood in the courtyard all day and into the night. The soldiers 
would not allow the Patriarch in, but he stood there in the courtyard with the people, praying 
sorrowfully, and leaning on a column to the left of the entrance. Night had fallen, and Holy Saturday 
was ending, and the soldiers had never relented. The Patriarch had not been allowed inside the church. 
 
Quite suddenly, there was great loud sound and the column beside the Patriarch split open as the Holy 
Fire tore through it! When the Patriarch could not come to the �re, the �re came to him! He grabbed 
for his candle and received this great miracle, and immediately began to pass the �re to faithful all 
around him! The courtyard was soon �lled with light and the Turkish soldiers were awestruck. They 
opened the doors, and the faithful poured in to Church of the Holy Sepulchre to worship with great 
joy! They entered into the darkened church and began the Pascha liturgy! 
 
Today, those columns still stand outside the entrance to the church, and one of the columns is 
profoundly cracked, and we don’t ever �x it because we hope always to remember this great miracle 
and the amazing power and love of God. 
 
We Orthodox love to light candles, at Pascha and throughout the year. They provide light for our 
services, but they also remind us of the �re of God! Our God is light and truth -- and He comes to us as 
a �re that burns away sin but does not consume us. When we light candles, we are reminded who our 
God is. St. John of Kronstadt said, “When you look at the candles and lamps burning in church, rise in 
thought from the material �re to the immaterial �re of the Holy Ghost,” for our God is a consuming 
�re.” (from  My Life in Christ ) 

Our Lord Jesus Christ is the light of the world, and when we receive Holy Communion and we receive 
that light inside of us. Every time we light a candle and see how it illuminates the darkness, we should 
remember that the light of Christ within us must also shine before men, that God’s name will be 
glori�ed! 

 
 
 



QUESTIONS 
 
Many people make a pilgrimage to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem for Holy Saturday 
and Pascha. Why would they go there in particular? 
 
Because the Holy Sepulchre is the tomb of Christ, where the resurrection happened (and because there is a 
great miracle there every year!) 
 
What is the miracle that happens every year? 
 
The Holy Fire:  the Patriarch of Jerusalem receives miraculous fire in the tomb on Holy Saturday! 
 
One year, the Patriarch was not allowed into the church or the tomb for the usual ceremonies. What 
happened? 
 
God sent the Holy Fire to him, breaking through a pillar and cracking it open! The Patriarch received the 
fire in the courtyard and passed it to all the people! 
 
 
Advanced Discussion Idea:  On Pascha, we stand outside and receive the light as we sing,  Christ is risen! 
This is the light of Christ, the light of the resurrection, and we stand in joy and awe as we think about 
it. Does the wind ever blow your candle out? Do you ever have to re-light it? How? If these candles are 
symbolic of the spiritual light of Christ that we have received, what would you say about how the 
world might blow out that light and how we can support one another as a loving community, to help 
everyone keep shining Christ’s light forth into the world? 



Tending the Garden of our Hearts:   
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THE SECOND 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! 
 
It’s the second Saturday 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 
Holy Water -- and of course, Holy Water begins with the baptism of our Lord Jesus Christ, on the feast 
we call Theophany. The story really begins with John the Forerunner (also known as John the Baptist). 
 
John had lived in the desert since he was a young boy.  We know him to be the greatest ascetic; he had 
fasted all of his life and had wonderful spiritual and physical discipline.  John did not live in the 
comfort of the cities, like other people, and he didn’t eat warm bread fresh from the oven or roasted 
chicken or lamb like the other people. The Scriptures tell us that he lived on honey and wild locusts 
(fasting year-round) and that he wore itchy camel-hair garments to keep himself from ever being too 
comfortable. 
 
It was John’s job to prepare the way for Jesus, to announce that He was coming and to get the people 
ready to follow him.  And of course, John himself was ready for that important job, because he had 
preparing all of his life for it.  He fasted and he prayed, and he focused himself on God.  He was 
prepared when Christ came, and he had baptized many people and told them to repent and to get 
ready for Christ. 
 
One day, as John stood preaching at the Jordan, Christ Himself walked right up to him. Can you 
imagine that? John knew who He was right away, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God.” 
 
Jesus came to John to be baptized, because it was time for Jesus to begin what we call His “public 
ministry”, which means that He would gather some disciples and begin teaching and doing miracles. 
 
We are baptized at the beginning of our journey, aren’t we?  Whether we are baptized as infants or as 
adults, baptism is what brings us into the life of the Church, what makes us members ready to receive 
Holy Communion and all of the blessings of the Church. Christ was also baptized at the beginning of 
His journey — He had been alive on earth for thirty years, and when He was prepared to begin His 
public ministry, He was baptized. 
 



But baptism is more than a beginning -- it’s a cleansing. In baptism, our sins are washed away!  But 
Christ had no sin!  His baptism was di�erent.  You and I were sancti�ed by holy waters; we were 
washed clean and made holy by the waters of baptism.  With Christ, the opposite happened:  He 
sancti�ed the water — He transformed regular water into something holy and powerful. 
 
Perhaps you have learned about the water cycle, and you know that water evaporates up into the air, 
and then condenses into clouds and dew, and �nally precipitates down in the rain and snow.  We don’t 
have any new water, because the same water just goes through this cycle again and again. The water we 
are drinking today is the same water that �ooded the earth in Noah’s day, it’s the same water that 
parted at the Red Sea for the Israelites to cross, and it’s the same water that �owed in the Jordan when 
Christ was baptized. 
 
All of the water on the earth moves around.  The rivers run to the oceans, and the oceans are all 
connected, and the water gets all mixed around together, both in bodies of water on earth and in the 
clouds that swirl above us. So when Christ made the water in the Jordan River holy, that water ran to 
the sea and it got mixed up with all the other waters -- and soon, all of the water carried the blessing of 
Jesus Christ. 
 
Now something very unusual happened when Christ stepped into the Jordan and was baptized by 
John — you see, the Jordan River turned around and the water ran upstream.  The mighty river itself 
felt its Creator’s presence, and leaped up in joy, and changed direction!  You can see in the icon of 
Christ’s baptism, the way that the �sh move — the water has reversed direction and the �sh are leaping 
around.  Psalm 114 foretells this very moment:  verse 3 reads, “the sea saw and �ed, the Jordan turned 
back” .  The Psalms are full of verses about how creation praises the Lord. 
 
Have you ever wondered why we call this Theophany? This word means the revelation of God, and we 
call the feast of Christ’s baptism the Theophany because of what comes next: Matthew writes, “When 
He had been baptized, Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were 
opened to Him, and He saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting upon Him.  And 
suddenly a voice came from heaven, saying “This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.”” 
 
At this remarkable moment, as all of the water, the lifeblood of our entire earth, is sancti�ed by Christ 
Himself, Christ emerges from the water and the heavens open up!  The Son stands there in the �esh, 
the Holy Spirit appears as a dove, and the Father’s voice booms down from the heavens, “This is my 
beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” The Holy Trinity is all present, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
As creation lurches up in joy, the Holy Trinity reveals itself and God con�rms the goodness of His 
beloved Son. 
 



When we celebrate the joyous feast of Theophany, we mark the day by blessing the waters as Christ 
blessed them! Many priests go to the oceans and the rivers, the bays and the gulfs, and they bless those 
huge and wonderful bodies of water. And then all of that blessed water mixes with all the other water. 
Jesus blessed all of the water, and now for thousands of years countless priests have blessed those waters 
-- in a way, it seems that all of the water must be very holy! 
 
On this and a few other feasts, the priests will bless the water, and then they’ll walk around the church 
and bless all of us with the water! And then after Theophany, priests often come to people’s houses and 
bless them! We Orthodox love to spread the blessing of Jesus Christ’s love and grace. Often, a family 
will keep a bottle of holy water in their icon corner, and when someone is sick or worried, they might 
take a little sip or might wet their �nger and trace a cross on their forehead, as a way of asking God to 
bless them as He has blessed that water. 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
John the Forerunner’s job was to prepare the people for the coming of Christ. What did he do? 
 
He baptized them and told them to repent. 
 
When I was baptized, my sins were cleansed and I was forgiven. Jesus was baptized, were His sins 
forgiven? 
 
Jesus was without sin, so He did not need to be cleansed. Instead, He made the water holy! 
 
Why do we call Jesus’ baptism the Theophany? How did the Trinity show itself? 
 
When Jesus was baptized, we could see the Son of God in the river, and the Holy Spirit came down in the 
form of a dove, and the voice of the Father called Jesus His “Beloved Son”.  
 
 
Advanced Discussion Idea:   If John the Forerunner came to you today and told you to repent, that 
Christ would be here in a moment and you needed to get ready — is there something you would stop 
doing?  would you stop �ghting with your sisters? What if John were standing before you, in his camel 
hair coat with his wild hair, and he were telling you to repent, to change your ways?  Would you listen? 
What would you repent?  What sin would you abandon at his behest?  Why not do that today?  Who 



knows when Christ will return — it could be any time.  John teaches us to get our house in order 
before He comes back, and it’s excellent advice that we could all take.  Why don’t we? 
 
 


