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

FIFTH SATURDAY 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 have been considering St. John Climacus and his Ladder and exploring the Lenten theme 
of Almsgiving.  Today, we’re thinking about ways that you might give alms, that don’t involve money. 
 
In the book of the Acts of the Apostles, which is the story of what the apostles did after Christ’s death 
and resurrection, we read about a man who was asking for alms: 
 

Now Peter and John went up together to the temple at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour. And 
a certain man lame from his mother's womb was carried, whom they laid daily at the gate of the 
temple which is called Beautiful, to ask alms from those who entered the temple; who, seeing 
Peter and John about to go into the temple, asked for alms. 
 
And �xing his eyes on him, with John, Peter said, “Look at us.” So he gave them his attention, 
expecting to receive something from them. 
 
Then Peter said, “Silver and gold I do not have, but what I do have I give you: In the name of 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk.” And he took him by the right hand and lifted him 
up, and immediately his feet and ankle bones received strength. So he, leaping up, stood and 
walked and entered the temple with them—walking, leaping, and praising God.  (Acts 3: 1-8) 

 
Everyday, people helped this man who could not walk by setting him on the door of the temple so that 
he could ask for alms. When he saw Peter and John, he asked them for money but the Apostles didn’t 
carry money. They owned very little, and traveled around with the clothes on their back. They had no 
silver and gold to o�er him, but they did have a much more important and profound gift to give this 
man: they o�ered him healing in the name of Jesus Christ. 
 
The paralytic man asked for money, but money wasn’t really what he needed. Sure, he needed to �nd 
his next meal, but truly, he needed the healing power of Jesus Christ -- both physically and spiritually.  
 
This is true for all of us. We may ask one another for money or food, and we do need those things, but 
all human beings have a need for healing, and whether we know it or not, we need the love of Jesus 
Christ to be made whole. You and I may not be able to call down a miraculous healing, but we can 
share love with other human beings, and to show them a glimpse of Jesus Christ in ourselves. 
 



There are many healing saints, who could heal people miraculously and also through medical 
interventions. There are many doctor saints, and many of them are called “unmercenary healers” which 
means that they would treat patients without charging money. This was their service to God, through 
the people He put on their path! 
 
One such saint is St. Luke the Surgeon, who was born in 1877.  His father was Catholic and his mother 
was Orthodox, and they baptized him with the name “Valentine.” His parents raised their children to 
love and serve God by serving others. Although they were not rich, his mother often took food to 
prisoners and his father (a pharmacist) would prepare medicine for the sick. Being raised in an 
environment like this had a powerful e�ect on Valentine. 
 
Valentine was a talented artist and considered becoming a painter, but decided instead to study 
medicine so that he could help more poor people. When he realized how many poor people were 
struggling with blindness, he began studying ophthalmology in Kiev, and caring for patients in his 
family’s home. He would not accept any pay from his patients, and while he was in school he studied 
both the sciences and the scriptures. 
 
When war began between Russia and Japan, Valentine traveled by train for a month to the city of 
Chita, so that he could help care for the wounded. It was there that he met his future wife, Anna, who 
was working as a nurse. The two of them married, and God granted them three sons and a daughter. 
After the war, he worked in di�erent villages and towns, trying to help as many people as he could. 
During this time, he began writing a book about the new treatments he was discovering. 
 
When Valentine was 40, the Bolshevik Revolution began. Life became di�cult for Christians in that 
part of the world. Valentine and his family moved to Tashkent, where he became the surgeon in one of 
the biggest hospitals in the country. It was a dangerous time for everyone: even the hospital itself had 
bullet holes, and Valentine often risked his life while he was working to save the lives of others. During 
this time in Tashkent, Anna became ill with tuberculosis, and passed away. Their children were aged 6 
to 12. Valentine prayed that God would provide for the children’s needs, and help him to raise them. 
God answered by sending a nurse named So�a, who loved Valentine’s children so much that she 
became a second mother to them (even raising them and sending them to school in later years, when 
Valentine was unable to care for them). 
 
Valentine’s deep faith lead him to always keep an icon of the Theotokos in his surgery room. He prayed 
before every operation, marking the patient with an iodine cross at the location where the operation 
was to be done. At one point, when the Soviets took control of Tashkent, they removed the icon -- but 
Valentine refused to do surgery without it. Soon one of the military leaders’ wife was in serious 
condition and needed an operation. They requested that Valentine do it, because he was known to be 
the best surgeon in Russia. He refused to operate on the woman without the icon on the wall, and 
before long, the icon was put back in its place on the wall of the surgery room. Valentine saved the 
woman’s life, with the help of the Theotokos. 
 
Although it was a dangerous time to be related in any way to the Church, Valentine became a priest in 
1921. He continued to work as a doctor, while also directing a hospital and teaching anatomy, all while 
dressed as an Orthodox priest, which irritated the authorities in Tashkent. In 1923, Fr. Valentine was 



secretly ordained a bishop, and was given the name of Luke. Within a month, he was exiled for his role 
in the Church.  
 
Over the next 11 years, Bishop Luke was banished many times, often to Siberia and other di�cult 
places to live, because of his faith. No matter where he was sent, the people were glad to see him. He 
would serve them as a bishop in whatever spaces they could manage to meet: whether on a riverbank or 
in a small cottage, he would lead services and encourage people to follow God. He also would help as a 
doctor whenever possible, healing people’s bodies as well as their souls. One of the most di�cult things 
for Bishop Luke was being so far from his children during this time. They wrote letters to each other, 
and Bishop Luke prayed for them intensely. God healed the children when they were ill, even though 
their doctor father was not around, simply through Bishop Luke’s prayers. In the years after these 
initial exiles, God brought other children into Bishop Luke’s life, as well, for whom he cared as though 
they were his own. All the young people under his care greatly bene�ted from their interaction with 
the bishop, and (among other things) he taught them, “The most important thing in life is to always do 
good. Even if you cannot do much to help others, strive to do whatever small benefaction you can do.”  
 
This teaching was evident time and again in Bishop Luke’s later years. Whether he was a prisoner 
giving away his coat to another prisoner, or as an old man working day and night, or serving the liturgy 
at a church an hour and a half’s walk over slippery roads away, he did everything that he could to help 
others. Even at the age of 70, when he was transferred to Simferopol in Crimea, he still wanted to serve 
others. There was only one church left in all of Crimea when (by then) Archbishop Luke arrived. 
There was much famine and poverty, as well. Despite these immense obstacles, Archbishop Luke 
helped the people by increasing the number of churches to more than 60. 
 
At age 74, Archbishop Luke went completely blind. However, he was able to continue serving. God’s 
guidance, as well as his years of precision as a surgeon, made him able to be so precise in his service that 
others who didn’t know he was blind could not tell that he was. Despite this new challenge of 
blindness, Archbishop Luke continued to serve sick people by praying for them. (For example, a young 
girl named Galina, who had a brain tumor, was healed by his prayers. She later went on to become a 
doctor to help others.) 
 
After he became blind, Archbishop Luke’s granddaughter Vera came to help him. She would cook a 
big pot of food every day in their apartment. The poor, children, and elderly would come to the 
apartment, looking for the food. Although he ate only once a day, Archbishop Luke would ask each 
evening if there had been enough for the others who had come for the other meals. He would not allow 
Vera to purchase new clothes for him. Instead, he always asked her to mend his old ones because “there 
are many poor people around.” His concern was never for himself, but for others, to the day that he fell 
asleep in the Lord on June 11, 1961, at 84 years old. 
 
There are many ways to serve the poor, whether it is providing money or food or shelter, or most 
profoundly, by o�ering them the healing power of Jesus Christ.  
 
Pray for us, St. Luke! 
 
QUESTIONS 



 
The apostles refused to give a paralytic beggar money when he asked for it. Why? 
 
They did not have any money, but they gave him what they had: the healing of Jesus Christ. 
 
 
Why did Valentine decide not to become an artist? 
 
He really wanted to help poor people, so he became a doctor for the peasants of Russia. 
 
 
Valentine (or St. Luke) was frequently exiled by the Soviet government and banished to desolate places 
like the far reaches of Siberia. Why? 
 
Because he was a Christian who would not hide his faith or give it up. 
 
 
For Discussion:   St. Luke became a great surgeon so that he could serve the poor with his abilities. At the 
same time, he was an Orthodox bishop. Do you think that it would be hard to know if he saved you with 
his medical skills, or with his prayers? Does God do miracles through doctors?  


