
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!   
 
A long time ago, in the year 726, a disagreement about icons began. People called iconoclasts did not 
like icons. They wanted to take all of the icons away and wreck them! The iconoclasts thought that 
people were worshipping the icons, and breaking God’s commandment not to worship idols.  
 
The Orthodox explained to the iconoclasts that when God gave the commandments, no one could see 
God. Since we could not see him, it would not be right to make an image of Him because we would 
just have to use our imagination to make the image. But when Jesus Christ was born as a human, that 
changed. God now has a human body that can be seen, touched, and even cruci�ed. Now that God has 
a human body, people can make images of it, because He has been seen! 
 
The Orthodox agreed with the iconoclasts that people should not worship icons. No one should think 
that an icon is magical or like a god. The Orthodox said that people  should venerate icons, not worship 
them. Venerating means showing respect to the icon because of whose image is on it. When we 
venerate an icon, the respect that we show goes on to the real person that is in the icon. So, when we 
kiss an icon of  Jesus and say a prayer, we know that we are not kissing and praying to wood and paint, 
but sending a kiss and prayer to Jesus who is real and alive in heaven, who we can see in the icon.  
 
During the time of the iconoclasts, one iconoclast named Leo become the emperor. Emperor Leo said 
that all of the icons had to be messed up and destroyed. He wanted them out of churches and public 
places, and even out of people’s own homes! He even commanded that the copper icon of Jesus, an 
icon that worked miracles and was kept above the “Copper Gates” going into Constantinople, must be 
taken down and destroyed! 
 
The people loved this icon and were very upset at Emperor Leo’s command. They gathered at the 
Copper Gates when the soldiers who were obeying the emperor were getting ready to take down the 



icon. The people rushed towards the ladder as the soldiers climbed up to get the icon. The ladder fell, 
and the soldier who had been at the top of the ladder died.  

Because of this, Emperor Leo killed many of the Orthodox. Others were locked up in prison and hurt 
for a long time. Julian, Marcian, John, James, Alexius, Demetrius, Leontius, Photius and Peter were a 
few of the Orthodox who were locked up in prison because they loved icons. These faithful Christians 
were in prison for about eight months, and every day they were punished by being hit 500 times. The 
only reason they could stay alive and be brave was because Christ gave them strength!  

One day, the emperor ordered that all of them be killed because they loved icons. They were buried 
near the church of the holy Martyr Theodore. 139 years later, someone discovered that these martyrs’ 
bodies were still whole. Even though they had died long ago, it looked like they were just sleeping. This 
is how God sometimes lets us know that someone is a very holy saint, when their body still looks like 
they’re sleeping after they have been dead for many years. 

During the iconoclast years many Orthodox were killed for defending icons. Some Orthodox would 
sneak into the churches and take the beautiful icons out so that they could hide them in their homes to 
protect them. They did this even though they knew that they and their family might die for doing it. 
They did it because it was the right thing to do.  

More than one hundred years after what happened at the Copper Gates, a council of all the bishops 
and patriarchs decided that icons should be used in church. They said icons can be venerated but not 
worshipped, and that the icons are a good way to remind us that God really became a human when 
Christ was born. When that happened, the holy icons that had been hidden for so long were brought 
back to the Church on the �rst Sunday in Lent. Many families pulled out the wonderful icons that 
they had been hiding in their attics and walls, and brought them back to the churches. Ever since that 
day, the �rst Sunday of Great Lent has been celebrated as the "Triumph of Orthodoxy". 

When we celebrate the Triumph of Orthodoxy, we celebrate the return of the icons and the victory 
over the iconoclasts. When we celebrate the Triumph of Orthodoxy, we also celebrate the truth that 
God became a man who died and rose from the dead. He is the same man who chose twelve apostles 
and gave them the power to preach His gospel to the whole world! Christ Himself built our Church 
and is in charge of it today. That is the Triumph of Orthodoxy! 

This is a triumph that makes us so happy that we talk about it loudly in church. We might even shout! 
On this �rst Sunday of Great Lent, Orthodox people all over the world will carry icons in processions 
and say these words loudly: 
 



As the prophets beheld, as the Apostles have taught,... as the Church has received... as the 
teachers have dogmatized,... as the Universe has agreed,... as Grace has shown forth,... as Truth 
has revealed,... as falsehood has been dissolved,... as Wisdom has presented,... as Christ 
Awarded,... thus we declare,... thus we assert,... thus we preach Christ our true God, and honor 
as Saints in words, in writings, in thoughts, in sacri�ces, in churches, in Holy Icons; on the one 
hand worshipping and reverencing Christ as God and Lord; and on the other hand honoring 
as true servants of the same Lord of all and accordingly o�ering them veneration.  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. 

On this one day, no one will mind if you shout those words in Church! Today is a day to celebrate 
Christ’s victory and His Church’s Triumph! 

QUESTIONS: 

What problem did the iconoclasts have with the Orthodox Church? 

The iconoclasts did not like the icons. They said people were worshipping icons and disobeying God’s 
commandment to not make any graven images.  

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

No, that would not be good. It is good to venerate an icon, or show respect to it that passes on to the real 
person shown on the icon. But we should not worship the icon. Icons are not magical and they are not God. 
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? 

Many Orthodox Christians were there. They ran at the ladder when the soldiers climbed it, and the 
ladder fell. The soldier at the top of the ladder died. Many Christians were martyred for this, and some 
were in prison first, then martyred. 

 
Advanced Discussion Idea:  Because of those holy Orthodox people who fought for the icons, today we 
can carry icons in processions and pray in churches with beautiful icons on all of the walls! This is a 
good day for us to say a prayer of thanksgiving to those holy saints who saved the Faith for us. We 
should also ask God for strength so 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 thinking about the theme of 
Orthodoxy. We will talk about many of the things that make our Orthodox worship so special. 
Yesterday was the Sunday of Orthodoxy,  and we celebrated the return of icons to our Church, so 
today, we will think about icons! 
 
In the fourth century, there was a Bishop named Eusebius. Bishop Eusebius wrote down the story of 
the Church up until that time. One of the things that Bishop Eusebius wrote about was that the very 
�rst icon was made while Jesus Christ was still alive on earth!  

While Christ was still on earth, a man named Abgar ruled in Edessa. Abgar was very sick. His sickness 
was called leprosy, a terrible disease that rots your body while you are still alive, and even makes some of 
your body parts fall o�! Leprosy is contagious (that means that others can catch it by being around a 
person with the sickness), and in those days, there was no way to get better from leprosy.  So people 
with leprosy were usually sent away to live together while they su�ered and died. 

Abgar had leprosy during the time when Jesus was healing many people. Abgar had never seen Jesus, 
but he had heard about Him and His miracles. Abgar heard that Jesus was even healing people with 
leprosy. Even though he had never seen Jesus, Abgar believed that Jesus was the Son of God, and that 
Jesus could heal him. So Abgar wrote a letter to Jesus, asking him to come to Edessa to heal him. Abgar 
sent his own portrait-painter, Ananias, to take the letter to Jesus, and to paint Jesus’ portrait. 

Ananias arrived in Jerusalem and saw the Lord surrounded by people. There were so many people 
around Jesus that Ananias could not get near Him!  Ananias stood on a high rock and tried to paint the 
portrait of the Lord Jesus Christ from there, but it was not turning out right. Jesus saw him up on that 
rock and called out, “Ananias!” Jesus knew his name!  Jesus talked with Ananias, and explained that He 
did not have time to sit still long enough to be painted. But Jesus cared about Abgar, so He gave 
Ananias a short letter to take back to Abgar. In the letter, He said that Abgar had a good, strong faith. 
He also promised to send a disciple to heal Abgar of his leprosy and to guide him to salvation. 



Jesus did not want Ananias to be in trouble for not painting the Lord’s portrait, one of the jobs he had 
been sent to do. But Jesus also did not have the time to sit still for a portrait. He needed to keep 
moving, teaching and healing people. So, Jesus did what He could to help Ananias. First, He asked for 
some water and a piece of cloth. Then He washed His Face, and dried it on the cloth. When He took 
the cloth away from His face, there was a surprise! Our Lord’s Holy Face was printed on the piece of 
cloth!  

Ananias took both the cloth and Jesus’ letter back to Edessa. Abgar knew that the cloth was holy, so he 
respectfully pressed it onto his face. A miracle happened, and Abgar’s leprosy was mostly healed! Just a 
little of it stayed with him, until the disciple who Jesus had promised to send came to heal him. Jesus 
sent St. Thaddeus to Abgar. When St. Thaddeus came and prayed for Abgar, he was completely healed 
of leprosy! St. Thaddeus then baptized Abgar and the people of Edessa. 

Abgar took that cloth with Jesus’ image on it, which is now called the Holy Napkin, and he put it in a 
gold frame decorated with pearls. He placed it right above the city gates in Edessa. On the gateway 
above the icon he wrote 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 after years had passed, one of the great-grandsons of Abgar 
was worshipping idols instead of God. He did not want the Icon Not-Made-By-Hands to be there 
anymore, so he took it down. God sent the Bishop of Edessa a vision telling him to hide the icon. The 
bishop came at night and lit a lampada before it, then hid it in a hole in the wall, covering it with a 
board and some bricks. 

Many years passed, and the people forgot about the Icon Not-Made-By-Hands. But in the year 545, 
enemies of Edessa surrounded the city and it looked like the city would be overtaken. While this was 
happening, the Most Holy Theotokos appeared to the bishop of Edessa and told him to get the icon 
out from the hole in the wall where it was hidden. She said that it would save the city from the enemy. 
The bishop opened the hiding place and found the Icon Not-Made-by-Hands! It was still there! And 
there was another miracle:  in front of the icon, the lampada was still burning, even though it had been 
lit hundreds of years before. Also, the board that closed the icon into the wall to hide it now had a copy 
of the icon on it! The joyful bishop and his clergy processed around the city, holding the Icon 
Not-Made-by-Hands. The invading army just left and went home. The city was saved! 

Over the years, some people have not liked icons. They have tried to make the icons go away, even from 
The Church! But Jesus Himself create the very �rst icon. Even though Ananias wanted to paint a 
picture of Christ, he was not able to do so. No human wrote this �rst icon. Our Lord Himself placed 



the image of His face onto the Holy Napkin. That Napkin then healed Abgar’s leprosy and protected 
the city that he loved, even hundreds of years later.  

Icons were given to us by God, and He uses them to heal and protect us. 

 

QUESTIONS: 

Why did Abgar write a letter to Jesus? 

He believed that Jesus was the Son of God. He wanted Jesus to come to him and 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? 

Jesus made the first icon himself by allowing his face to be printed on the Holy Napkin. If God did not 
want us to have icons, He would not have done this miracle. 

Advanced Discussion Idea:   Icons remind us that The Son of God was incarnate. That means He was a 
human, that He lived right here on earth with us, and He had a body, even though He is God. When 
we see an icon of Christ, we remember that He was actually here on earth with us as a human. One of 
the most basic things we Christians believe is that Christ was God but also human. Icons point us to 
the truth that the One whose death and resurrection we celebrate on Pascha is 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 are  exploring the theme of Orthodoxy: we are 
talking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about how 
we Orthodox worship with our whole bodies! Why and how do we do that? 
 
During Great Lent, we are getting ourselves ready for Pascha. Thinking about Pascha makes us think 
about Christ’s Resurrection! We know that Our Lord was cruci�ed and died on a cross, and on the 
third day the women went to the tomb and found that it was empty. The cloths that had been wrapped 
around Christ’s dead body were folded and left behind in the tomb, but His body was gone. Why was 
it gone? It was gone because Christ resurrected His body.  And then forty days later, when He ascended 
up into heaven, He took His resurrected body along with Him! We have talked before about how 
amazing it is that God became a human when He came to earth. And now we know that He took His 
human body along with Him into heaven! That’s also amazing! 
 
We look forward to Pascha, when we celebrate Christ’s resurrection. But Christ’s resurrection is not 
the only thing we are celebrating at Pascha. When we celebrate the resurrection, we are not just 
celebrating that Christ resurrected. We are also celebrating that  we will resurrect too!   We do not know 
when, but Christ will come again some day. We pray about this in the Creed when we say, “and He will 
come again in glory to judge the living and the dead. His Kingdom shall have no end.” When Christ 
comes again, all human beings from all of history will be resurrected,  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. 
  
Even now, our bodies are such an important part of who we are. They 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! We get kind of sleepy and lazy when we eat a lot of rich foods. This 
helps us to understand why we don’t eat so many rich foods during Lent: it is because we want to be 
more prayerful, not sleepy and lazy! Our bodies can help us to be more holy. 
 



God made us people to have both a body and a soul. Our Orthodox worship involves our whole body. 
Why?  Because we know that our body and our soul are forever connected, so we use both of them to 
worship God! 
 
Can you think of some ways that we use both our body and our soul to worship God? All of our senses 
are busy when we worship! 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 to make the sign of 
the cross; and we taste the Body and Blood of Christ. 
 
We don’t use only our senses when we worship: we Orthodox use our  whole bodies  to worship God! 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 processions 
in church. We touch carved wood and embroidered linens. We look at beautifully rich colors on 
vestments and icons. We kiss icons and each other. 
 
All of these things use our body to help our soul to focus on God. As we worship with our whole self, 
we help our body and our soul grow together. And as they grow together through worship, our whole 
self - our body and our soul - grows closer to Christ. 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
At Pascha, what else do we celebrate besides Christ’s resurrection? 
 
We celebrate our own resurrection some day, when Christ will come and resurrect us as well! 
 
Why do we use our bodies to worship God? 
 
Our bodies are an important part of who we are. They can help us to be more holy. Our body and our soul 
are connected forever, so we use both of them to worship God. 
 
Can you name three ways that your body participates in Orthodox worship? 
 
We use our senses (see candles/icons; smell incense; hear chanting/bells; touch fingers together to make the 
sign of the cross; taste the Eucharist) and our whole selves (stand, kneel, cross ourselves, prostrate, trace a 
cross in holy oil on each other’s forehead, watch the processions, touch carved wood/embroidered linens, look 
colorful vestments/icons, kiss icons/others).  



 

 

Advanced Discussion Idea:   When Christ returns and resurrects our bodies, what might our 
bodies be like? We don’t know! We DO know that, after His resurrection, our Lord Jesus ate 
�sh with His resurrected body. He also could pass through closed doors and walls. We 
cannot do that with our bodies now. What do you think your body will be like when He 
resurrects you? 
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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 are exploring the theme of Orthodoxy. We 
are thinking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about 
the sign of the cross. 
 
Our Lord Jesus Christ came to earth so that He could live and die, then win over death by dying. When 
he died, he died on a cross. In those days, the cross was a terrible punishment, usually used for bad 
people. But Christ is God, and He is only good. He took a bad thing - a cross - and turned it into a 
good thing, because His death on the cross let Him win over death by coming alive again!  So instead of 
seeing a cross and thinking about  death , for us Christians, the cross reminds us of  life . It reminds us 
that Christ won over death, because of a cross! We like to remember this, so we keep the cross all 
around us. 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.  

When we make the sign of the Cross, we hold our �ngers in a special way. We touch the tips of our �rst 
three �ngers together, and bend down the last two against our palm. Do you know why we do this? 
The �rst three �ngers remind us of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. We keep 
them together because the Holy Trinity is One God. The two bent �ngers help us think about Christ: 
He is both God and man. 

From the beginning of the Church, Christians have been making the sign of the cross. But they did not 
always make it in the same way as we do, now. In the beginning, they made the sign of the cross with 
one �nger, and they would mark it on their forehead or other things that they wanted God to bless.  

The Holy Great Martyr Barbara lived long ago, only a few hundred years after the Church began. In 
the story of her life, there is a miracle involving the sign of the cross! Barbara’s father, Dioscorus, did 
not believe in God. He was rich, and they lived in the city of Heliopolis, in Syria. When Barbara’s 
mother died, Dioscorus put Barbara in a tower to keep her safe. You see, Barbara was very beautiful, 
and her father wanted to protect her. 



The tower where Barbara lived had a few windows. In the daytime, Barbara could look out of her 
windows and see the wooded hills, the beautiful rivers, and lovely meadows full of �owers. At night, 
she could see twinkling stars. When Barbara saw these things, she decided that there must be a God, 
who created the world. She thought that this God must be very powerful, not just a statue that people 
made to worship, but real and very powerful. 

Word spread around the city about how beautiful Barbara was. Many young men wanted to marry her. 
But Barbara would not marry anyone! Dioscorus decided that Barbara was spending too much time 
alone in the tower, so he let her come out of the tower and live in the city. When she lived in the city, 
Barbara met some young Christian women, and they taught her all about the Holy Trinity. At that 
time, the Christians were being persecuted, they had to keep everything a secret so that Barbara and her 
new friends would not be hurt. But when a priest passed through Heliopolis, he baptized Barbara. 

Meanwhile, back at home, Dioscorus was building a bathhouse with two windows on the south side. 
He gave directions to the builders and left for a while. While he was gone, Barbara asked the builders to 
add another window. She wanted three windows, to glorify the Holy Trinity.  

One day Barbara traced the sign of the cross with her �nger on the wall of the bathhouse, so that it 
would be blessed. Even though the bathhouse was made of marble, where she traced with her �nger, a 
cross was deeply etched into the marble. It was a miracle! It looked like Barbara had carved the cross 
into the wall with iron. Another time, her footprints left an imprint on the stone steps of the 
bathhouse. Both of these marks were miracles, but they were not the only miracles at the bathhouse. 
Many times, water from the bathhouse healed people! 

When Dioscorus returned and found that his bathhouse had three windows, not two, Barbara told him 
all about the Holy Trinity. She talked with him about Jesus Christ, and told him it was useless to 
worship false idols.  

Dioscorus did not listen to his daughter. He was furious. He beat Barbara, then turned her into the 
authorities, who tortured her and told her she must stop serving 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 Barbara made the sign of the cross on a stone building, and the sign 
carved a cross into the stone? St. Barbara had great faith, and she honored God by the way that she 
lived. When we make the sign of the cross, we should always do it prayerfully. When we make the sign 
of the cross, we are asking God to bless the thing we cross -- whether it is our body or our food! 



When can we make the sign of the cross? There are many times that we can do it! Here are a few: 

● 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 we should NOT make the sign of the cross. We can make it 
whenever we are thinking of God and o�ering a prayer. It doesn’t matter if the prayer is for something 
big or small. God blesses things that we sign with the cross. 

 

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. 

Why do we hold our �ngers like we do, when we make the sign of the cross today? 

We hold together three fingers for the Trinity, and two for Christ (He is both God and man). 

How did St. Barbara learn about God? 

She saw the beauty of nature and understood that there must be a God Who is powerful and wonderful. 
Later, she met some Christian young ladies who taught her about Christ and the Holy Trinity. 

Advanced Discussion Idea:   Many Orthodox Christians 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 may be 
di�erent from others? 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 are exploring the theme of Orthodoxy. We 
are thinking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about 
incense.  
 
Incense has always been specially used to worship God. Remember the three Wise Men who visited our 
Lord Jesus Christ just after his birth? The Bible tells us that, after Jesus was born in Bethlehem, some 
wise men from the East came to Jerusalem. When they got there, they asked to see the King of the Jews! 
They said, “We have seen His star in the East and have come to worship Him.” 
 
When King Herod heard about this, it bothered him! He did not want there to be another king, and he 
knew nothing about a baby King being born. He gathered all the chief priests and smartest people 
together, and asked them to tell him where Christ was supposed to be born. The smart people told 
Herod that long ago the prophets had written that a Ruler would be born in Bethlehem. 
 
Herod called the Wise Men to come to him. He asked them all about the star that they had seen. In his 
mind, he �gured out when the star had appeared in the sky, so he could know about when the new 
King was born. He did not talk to the wise men about that, though. He just told them that the child 
was born in Bethlehem. Then he said, “Go and search carefully for the young Child, and when you 
have found Him ,  bring back word to me, that I may come and worship Him also.” He did not really 
want to worship the King, but he pretended that he did. 
 
The Wise Men went away from King Herod, and the star showed them exactly where the young Child 
was. When they found the  young Child with Mary His mother, the Wise Men fell down and 
worshiped Him. Then they gave Him gifts that they had brought along for Him. Do you know what 
they gave to Him? They gave Him gold, frankincense, and myrrh. And after they saw and worshiped 
Jesus, a dream told the Wise Men not to go back to King Herod, so they went home a di�erent way. 
 
Let’s think a little about the gifts that the Wise Men brought to Jesus. What did they bring? They 
brought gold, frankincense and myrrh. Do you know why they brought those things? They brought 
gold because He is a King; frankincense, a kind of incense, because He is the High Priest; and myrrh 



because that’s what was used to prepare bodies for burial, and Christ was born to die so He could win 
over death by dying. 
 
Let’s think a little about priests. What does your parish priest do? He teaches you the faith, and he 
enters into the altar and makes o�erings on your behalf (sometimes the o�ering is incense or bread and 
wine, or prayers). Our Lord Jesus Christ is  the  High Priest in charge of the whole Holy Church. He is 
the most important Priest of all! He does the same things that your parish priest does! Christ is our 
Teacher, and He is the One who makes an o�ering on our behalf. Christ’s o�ering is di�erent from 
your parish priest’s o�ering, though: Christ o�ers His own Life! And the altar that Christ enters into is 
the real, Holy Altar in Heaven!  He is not just  a  priest: he is  the  High Priest. The wise men knew that, so 
they brought a gift of incense to Him.  
 
P riests use incense to honor God’s presence. Do you know that incense comes from trees? It is made 
with spices and gum (This gum is not chewing gum! This kind of gum is a sticky sap that comes from a 
tree). We set the incense on a piece of burning charcoal, and it makes a sweet smelling smoke. 
 
In the last book of the Bible, a verse says that “the fragrant incense soaring aloft was the prayer of God's 
people on earth.” So, we can think about how our prayers rise up to God just like smoke rises up from 
incense.  
 
Have you ever heard this song that we sing at Vespers? “Let my prayer arise as incense before Thee. And 
the lifting up of my hands as an evening sacri�ce.” We hear this song every Wednesday of Great Lent, 
during the Presancti�ed Divine Liturgy, too. This song reminds us that we o�er incense and prayers, 
and both of them rise up together to God! 
 
Do you have a favorite smell? When you smell that smell, how does it make you feel? God designed us 
to have happy thoughts about beautiful smells. When you go home after church and then smell your 
clothes, you might still be able to smell the incense! That beautiful smell can help you to feel like you 
are back in church, and to feel peaceful. Smells can also be a reminder for us. Now that we know how 
incense works together with prayers, whenever we walk into church and smell the incense, it can 
remind our brain that it is time to pray!  
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 

 

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

 



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

 

How does incense work together with prayer? 

 

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

 

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

can do to our brain? 

 

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

 

 

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

that it forms a cloud! That cloud is there to remind us of something besides our prayers. Saint Symeon 

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

transmission of His divine grace and fragrance.”   So, although incense symbolizes prayer, the clouds of 

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

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

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

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

God’s Holy Spirit is with us in the clouds of incense! 
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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 are 
thinking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re thinking about 
candles. 
 
Did you know that every year at Pascha a miracle that has something to do with candles happens? We 
all love Pascha because it is the most important feast of the church. In every Orthodox church around 
the world, Pascha is very special. But at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, it is even more 
special. In this church, a miracle happens every year at Pascha.  
 
The Holy Sepulchre is the tomb of Jesus Christ, where Christ’s body was laid after He died. It is also 
the place where He resurrected. St. Constantine the Emperor (whose mother, St. Helena, found the 
Holy Cross and  the Holy Sepulchre) built a beautiful church over the Holy Sepulchre. The church is 
big enough to cover the tomb and also the little hill at Golgotha where Christ was cruci�ed. 
 
Because Pascha is the feast of the Resurrection, many people go to celebrate in the actual place where 
the Resurrection happened. They also go to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre to be included in the 
great miracle, which happens every year on Holy Saturday.  
 
The people who go to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre for the miracle and for Pascha usually arrive 
at in the church in the afternoon on Holy Friday, and then camp there overnight. Late on Holy 
Saturday morning, the Christian Arabs begin chanting loudly. They chant, drum, and dance. It’s a very 
happy and exciting time! One thing that they chant says, “We are the Christians, we have been 
Christians for centuries, and we shall be forever and ever. Amen!” 
 
Then, after lunch, the chanting quiets down. It is getting closer to the time when the miracle happens, 
so the people become very serious and quiet as they think, pray, and wait. The church is packed full of 
people, and some Christians are outside the church and others are spread down the streets. All of them 
become very quiet as they look for the great miracle from God to happen. 
 



Every year, the same thing happens. First, the local authorities come in to seal the tomb with wax (just 
like the Roman soldiers did when Christ was buried, so the disciples wouldn’t steal His body and lie, 
saying he had resurrected). Today, before they seal the tomb, they check the whole tomb to make sure 
there’s not any hidden �re or matches: there is no way for the Patriarch of Jerusalem to fake the miracle 
of the Holy Fire, then lie and say that God did it. When the authorities are sure there’s no way that the 
Patriarch can make his own �re in the tomb, the authorities seal him inside the tomb. Meanwhile, the 
whole church is dark and all of the people wait, pray, and hope for the miracle. 
 
Patriarch Diodor, who for many years has been the one who is sealed inside the sepulchre, says that it is 
very dark when he is sealed in there. But he feels his way to the inside of the tomb and kneels down to 
pray prayers that have been handed down for hundreds of years. After he says the prayers, he waits. 
Sometimes he waits a few minutes, but other times as soon as he prays, the miracle happens. From the 
middle of the stone where Christ lay, light begins to pour out. He said that the light leaks out of the 
stone like fog pouring over a lake. Some years the light just covers that stone, and other years it lights up 
the whole tomb. But even when it �lls the whole tomb, it does not burn the Patriarch. After a while, 
the light forms a column of �re that the Patriarch can use to light his candles. He then steps out of the 
sepulchre and shares the �re with the other Orthodox patriarchs waiting outside. They share the �re 
with the other people, just like your priest does when he shares the light from his candle at your church 
at Pascha!   
 
But the Holy Fire is a miracle �re, so it is special. While the people are sharing the �re with each other, 
the Holy Fire also jumps around the church! It bounces and whirls around and lights up the lamps all 
over the church. Sometimes the Holy Fire even lights the candles of  people in di�erent parts of the 
room where no one has shared the �re, yet! 
 
At this part of the miracle, the Holy Fire is not like regular �re. It does not burn! People can put their 
hands or faces right in the �ame, and it does not burn them. Remember the burning bush that Moses 
saw? God was in that bush like a �re, but the bush did not burn up. This Holy Fire is like the �re in the 
burning bush, it does not burn up what it touches. After a while, though, the �re becomes regular �re, 
and loses its bluish color and burns like earthly �res.  
 
One year, something amazing happened with this miracle. The people who were in charge of Palestine 
would not let the Patriarch enter the tomb to receive the �re. They locked everything up, and would 
not let the Christians do the usual things they do to receive the miracle of the Holy Fire. The Orthodox 
Christians went to the church anyway, but had to wait out in the courtyard all day and into the night, 
because the church was locked up. The Patriarch stood with the people in the courtyard, and together 
they all prayed and waited. As he waited, the Patriarch leaned on a column near the door of the church. 
It got dark and Holy Saturday was ending, but the Patriarch still was not allowed inside the church. 
 



Suddenly, there was a very loud sound. The column beside the Patriarch split open and the Holy Fire 
tore through it! Since the Patriarch had not been allowed to come to the Holy Fire, the Holy Fire had 
come to him! He grabbed his candle and received the great miracle, so that he could share the Holy Fire 
with  the faithful all around him! The courtyard was soon full of light. The soldiers were amazed. 
When this happened, they �nally unlocked the church. The people went in and worshipped God with 
great joy!  
 
If you go to the church of the Holy Sepulchre today, you can see those same columns outside of the 
door of the church. One of them still has a huge crack in it. We Christians do not plan to ever �x it 
because it helps us to remember this great miracle and the amazing power and love of God. 
 
In church and at home, we Orthodox love to light candles. The candles give us light for our services, 
but they also remind us of the �re of God! Our Lord Jesus Christ is the light of the world. When we 
receive Holy Communion, His light comes to shine inside of us. Every time we light a candle and see 
how it lights up the darkness, we can remember that the light of Christ that is in us should light up the 
others around us! That is how we can give glory to God with our life! 

 
QUESTIONS 
 
Why do people go to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem for Holy Saturday and Pascha? 
 
Because the Holy Sepulchre is the tomb of Christ, where the resurrection happened . Also, there is a great 
miracle there every year! 
 
What miracle happens at the Church of the Holy Sepulchre every year? 
 
The Holy Fire comes! The Patriarch of Jerusalem receives miraculous fire in the tomb on Holy Saturday! 
 
One year, the Patriarch was not allowed to go into the church on Holy Saturday. What happened? 
 
God sent the Holy Fire to where the Patriarch was. It cracked a stone column open! The Patriarch received 
the fire in the courtyard and passed it to all the people! 
 
 
Advanced Discussion Idea:  We talked about how Christ lights our soul with His holy light every time 
we take communion. What kinds of things make our soul’s �re dim? What things try to put out that 
�re? How can we help each other to shine Christ’s light to the world? 
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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 have been exploring the theme of Orthodoxy. 
We have been thinking about many of the things that make our worship so special. Today we’re 
thinking about Holy Water. When did Holy Water begin to be? Holy Water begins with the baptism of 
our Lord Jesus Christ. Before we get to the Holy Water, we need to know more about John the 
Forerunner (or the Baptist). 
 
John went to live in the desert when he was still a young boy. He fasted for all of his life, and was very 
careful with how he lived. He chose to live di�erently from others so that he could focus on God. He 
did not live in a nice house or eat warm bread fresh from the oven or roasted chicken or lamb like the 
other people ate. The Scriptures tell us that he ate honey and wild locusts and that he wore itchy 
clothes made out of camel-hair. John knew that when we are too comfortable, we stop thinking about 
God. John did not want to be too comfortable, because he wanted to focus on God.  
 
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.  John was the right man for this job: he spent all of his life preparing for it! He 
fasted and he prayed, and he focused on God.  John was ready when Christ came, and he had baptized 
many people and helped them to repent and get ready for Christ. 
 
One day John was preaching at the Jordan River, where he often preached. But this day was di�erent. 
On this day, Christ Himself walked up to John. Can you imagine that? John knew right away who 
Christ was. He said to everyone around, “Behold, the Lamb of God.” 
 
On that day, Jesus came to John. He wanted to be baptized before he began to do His work on earth of 
gathering disciples, teaching, and doing miracles. 
 
We are baptized at the beginning of our journey, too! Some of us are baptized when we are babies, some 
of us are older, but we are all baptized. Being baptized brings us into the life of the Church. It makes us 
members who can receive Holy Communion and all the other special blessings in the Church.  Christ 
chose to be baptized at the beginning of His journey, as well. 
 



Baptism for us is more than just a beginning. It is a special kind of cleaning for our hearts. When we are 
baptized, our sins are washed away!  But Christ is God, and He has no sin!  So His baptism was 
di�erent from ours.  We were made holy by Holy Waters: baptism washed our hearts clean and made us 
holy. But it was the opposite with Christ. When He was baptized, He sancti�ed the water — He 
turned regular water into something holy and powerful. 
 
Did you know that something special happened when Christ stepped into the Jordan River? When He 
was baptized by John, the Jordan River turned around and the water ran upstream. That big river 
knew that its creator had stepped into it, and it was so happy that it jumped up and changed its 
direction! If you look at the icon of Christ’s baptism, you can see that the water has changed directions 
because the �sh are jumping around! The water was blessed by Christ’s presence. That blessed water 
�owed from the Jordan into the sea and oceans, where it mixed up with those waters, and blessed them, 
too! All over the world, the water was blessed by Christ’s baptism. 
 
Every year, we celebrate Christ’s baptism in the Jordan with a feast. We call the feast “Theophany.” 
Theophany means that God is revealed. You see, right after Christ stepped into the Jordan River to be 
baptized and the water turned around and made the �sh jump all over the place, something else 
amazing happened. Heaven opened up and God’s Spirit descended like a dove over Christ. At the same 
time, a voice from heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased.” So Christ was 
there in the water, the Holy Spirit was there in the form of a dove, and God the Father spoke. People 
could experience the Holy Trinity right there in front of them at the Jordan River. God was being 
revealed to the people. It was a Theophany. 
 
When we celebrate the feast of Theophany, we pray that God will bless the waters as Christ blessed 
them! In some parishes, priests go to the oceans and the rivers, the bays and the gulfs, and they bless 
that water. All of that blessed water mixes with all the other water, and spreads the blessing all over the 
world. It is just like when Jesus stepped into the Jordan and blessed its water, and that water blessed all 
of the world’s water! 
 
On Theophany, after God blesses the water, our priest walks around the church and bless all of us with 
the Holy Water! And some time after Theophany, our priest can come to our house and bless it with 
the Holy Water. We Orthodox love to spread the blessing of Jesus Christ’s love and grace. Many 
families keep a bottle of Holy Water in their icon corner so that the blessing is right there if they need it. 
Then, when someone is sick or worried, they might take a little sip of Holy Water. Or maybe they will 
wet their �nger in the Holy Water and trace a cross on their forehead. Either of these ways show that 
the person is 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 prepared himself with fasting and being careful all of those years. When the people came to hear him 
preach, he baptized them and told them to repent. 
 
When we were baptized, our sins were cleansed and we were forgiven. What about Jesus? When He 
was baptized, were His sins forgiven? 
 
Jesus is God, and he is without sin. The water did not make Him holy. Instead, He made the water holy 
when He stepped into it! 
 
Why do we call Jesus’ baptism the Theophany?  
 
Theophany means that God is revealed. At Jesus’ baptism, the people could see Him, God’s Son, in the 
river; they could see the Holy Spirit above Him like a dove, and they heard God’s voice saying Jesus was His 
beloved Son. The people could know that God was the Holy Trinity because all three were very easy to see or 
hear! God the Trinity was revealed to them. 
 
Advanced Discussion Idea:   What if John the Forerunner came up to you right now and said you should 
repent because Christ is on His way and you need to be ready for Him? Is there anything about your 
life that you would change? What? We do not know when Christ will come back to earth for us: it 
could be at any time! We need live lives that are ready for when He comes to us, just as John the 
Forerunner lived a life that made him ready to meet Christ! 
 


