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

FIFTH MONDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 

This week we are thinking about St. John’s  Ladder of Divine Ascent . After spending years combatting 
the passions and temptation, St. John wrote  The Ladder  to show us how to follow him on this path 
toward Christ. He included thirty steps we could take to make this journey.  
 
St. John’s  Ladder  is written for monastics, so the steps begin with leaving the world behind, and then 
slowly he reveals the di�erent passions and temptations they will have to battle — and he explains how 
to win those battles. 
 
The Ladder  is loved by Orthodox Christians who are not in monasteries too, and the same temptations 
and challenges face all Christians as they try to live a good, Orthodox life. 
 
For example, the �rst step — renouncing the world — is not just about choosing the monastery over 
the world. Every Christian must begin by choosing a Christian life instead of a worldly life. For a 
monastic, this means that they will leave the city behind, and leave their friends and family and worldly 
possessions, and go live in a religious community where their life will focus on prayer and spiritual 
development. But what would it mean for someone who lives in the world, who stays in the city and 
works at a regular job or raises a regular family? How does that ordinary person choose a Christian life 
and renounce the world? 
 
In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul writes, “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:2) All of us, no matter what our 
circumstances, can do this. We can choose not to �t ourselves to the pattern of this world. We can 
choose not to do things just because it’s “normal” or  “that’s what everyone does”. We can decide that 
instead of doing what everyone else is doing, we are going to always focus on what God wants us to do.  
 
St. Paisios said, “Do not trust the mindset of secular people… Decide what you want most: the 
sympathy of the world, or a return near to God?”  This does not mean that we do not love people who 
are not in the Church -- we hope to love everyone as we love ourselves!  But it does mean that we have 
to recognize that some people are not working to be closer to God. So if we do wish to grow close to 



God, then we will make our decisions di�erently than they do, because we are working on a di�erent 
project than they are. 
 
For example, the people around us may not even know that it’s Great Lent, but we can follow Christ 
and follow the Church by making sure that we mark these days with prayer and fasting and almsgiving. 
We can work to make sure that our hearts are being formed to the pattern God created for us. We’ll be 
transformed by Christ as we work to tame the passions and temptations we �nd along the way. In this 
way, we are still living in the world among all of the di�erent kinds of people we �nd here, but we are 
living in a way that is dedicated to God. 
 
A wonderful Saint who lived in the 20th century named St. Porphyrios was once assigned as a priest to 
a church in a very busy part of Athens called Omonia Square. It was kind of a dirty neighborhood, 
with a lot of poor people and a lot of crime. And it was so loud there in the middle of the city!  While 
he would try to do the holy services of the church, the noise from the street was terribly loud. He even 
had one neighbor who sold gramophones and records. The shopkeeper played records on the 
gramophone in order to attract customers, but he played them so loudly that St. Porphyrios could not 
bear it. At �rst he was frustrated by this, and he was tempted to ask for a di�erent assignment. But holy 
St. Porphyrios prayed and fasted for three days, asking God to help him. 
 
In the corner of his church, St. Porphyrios found a notebook that belonged to a young man in his 
parish, a student at the University. It was a physics notebook, and in it the saint found some notes 
about acoustic waves and how sound travels. St. Porphyrios thought about how, if you throw a pebble 
into a lake, it creates circles that move outward. But if you threw another rock into another section of 
the lake, that creates new, even  bigger circles and they push out the other circles. 
 
This was the answer from God that Elder Porphyrios was waiting for. The next day, he tried to 
concentrate all his spiritual and mental powers into the prayers and the acts of the Divine Liturgy. He 
saw himself forming circles in his mind and heart, and they canceled out the circles formed by the 
gramophone. The sounds stopped distracting him from the Divine Liturgy, and he was able to focus 
again!  
 
If we are �nding it hard to focus on God when we are living in this world full of distractions, we must 
pray about it and keep trying. It is possible to live a holy life even in the middle of so much noise, and 
God will help us �nd a way! 
 
St. Porphyrios said, 
 

“It is a great art to succeed in having your soul sancti�ed. A person can become a saint 
anywhere. He can become a saint in Omonia Square, if he wants. At your work, whatever it 



may be, you can become a saint through meekness, patience, and love. Make a new start every 
day, with new resolution, with enthusiasm and love, prayer and silence — not with anxiety so 
that you get a pain in the chest.”  — St. Porphyrios,  Wounded by Love  
 

We must not worry and be anxious about whether the world around is dedicated to God, but we must 
simply decide to behave like true Christians and follow Christ with love and prayer, and we can become 
saints anywhere! We will simply carve out our little piece of the Kingdom in this world, patterning it 
not after the world’s ideas, but after Christ’s example. 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
The Ladder  is written for monastics, and begins with the �rst step of ‘renouncing the world’. If we 
don’t leave the world for a monastery, can a Christian still renounce the world? 
 
Yes, all Christians make the choice to follow Christ instead of following everyone else. 
 
 
If we are Christians, will we be making decisions di�erently than our non-Christian friends? 
 
Yes, because we are working to grow closer to God, but they are not on that same journey.   
 
 
St. Porphyrios found that he could serve the liturgy even with so much noise surrounding his church. 
What helped him do that? 
 
He envisioned the sound wave ‘ripples’ of the other sounds, and the ripples of the prayers he was sending 
out, and saw that his prayer ripples were pushing out the other sounds. 
 
 
For Discussion:   In what ways are you surrounded by noise and distraction? How are you focusing on your 
Lenten journey and your Christian journey in the midst of these other worldly things? 
 
 
 


