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

SUNDAY OF MARY OF EGYPT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is the Sunday of Mary of Egypt, so today we will talk about her life. She will help us see how 
good it is to fast! We will talk more about fasting later this week. 
 
St. Mary of Egypt did not always love God. But she chose to serve and follow Him, and she is a saint 
because she repented and completely changed her life to follow God! St. Mary’s story is so important 
that we will spend two days learning about her.  
 
Many years ago, there was a monk named Zosimas. He started living in a monastery when he was just a 
boy! By the time he was 53, he was very holy, but he still wanted to learn more about God. So he prayed 
that God would show him a good teacher. An angel appeared to Abba Zosimas and told him to travel 
to the Jordan River, to a monastery there. 
 
Abba Zosimas obeyed the angel right away. He met so many elders at that monastery. They sang and 
prayed all of the time. These holy men had an interesting Lenten tradition: on the �rst Sunday of Great 
Lent, after Liturgy and Forgiveness Vespers, they went out of their monastery into the wilderness!  
 
Each monk took the food that he needed and went into the desert. If that food ran out, the monks ate 
plants that they could �nd. They did not spend time together, but went o� alone so no one could see 
how they fasted or spent their time. They planned to meet back at the monastery on Palm Sunday. 
 
Abba Zosimas went way out into the desert. He was hoping to �nd a teacher out there. After about 20 
days of walking, singing, and praying, he saw what looked like a person! Abba Zosimas was happy that 
someone was there! He signed himself with the Sign of the Cross, to make sure it was not a demon.  
 
But the person tried to run away from him. Abba Zosimas asked, “Why are you running away? I’m just 
a sinful old man! Please wait for me!” 
 
The stranger said, “I’m a woman, Abba Zosimas, and I need to borrow your cloak so I can cover myself 
and ask for your blessing!”  
 
Abba Zosimas knew right away that she was a holy woman. She knew his name, and he had not told it 
to her! He threw his cloak to her, and then they talked  and prayed together for a while. She knew all 
about him: that he was a priest and monk, and that he wanted to keep learning about God.  
 



Abba Zosimas noticed that when the woman prayed, she would speak so softly to God that he could 
not hear what she said! But he did notice that she would �oat about a foot o� the ground when she was 
praying. When he saw this, Abba Zosimas did a prostration and prayed, “Lord, have mercy!” 
 
Abba Zosimas asked the woman about her life. She said she was embarrassed to tell him about her life 
because of her many sins, and that her story might make him want to run away! But she knew that he 
was a priest, and she wanted to confess everything to him. She asked him to promise to always pray for 
her because she was a sinner. 
 
Then she told him that she was born in Egypt but left her parents when she was 12 and moved to 
Alexandria. For many years, she lived a sinful life in Alexandria. She did many wrong things because she 
thought they were fun. She had many boyfriends and acted like she was married to them, but did not 
marry any of them. One summer, when some people were going across the sea to Jerusalem for the 
Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, she decided to go along because it sounded like a big party, 
and she thought maybe she could �nd some more boyfriends. She did not know that her whole life was 
going to change on that trip! 
 
She told Abba Zosimas, “On the morning of the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, I went out 
looking for a new boyfriend. I saw that many people were going into the Church, so I went along. I 
tried to go inside, but I could not. I could get to the door, but I could not step through it. It was like 
there was a force holding me back. I tried many times, until I was tired, but I could not step inside the 
door of the church. So I stepped aside and stood there.  
 
“While I was standing there, I realized that my sins were keeping me from entering the Church. God 
helped me to see this, by His grace. I began to cry. When I saw an icon of the Theotokos, I asked her to 
pray for me and help me to go into the Church so I could see the cross where Christ had died for 
sinners, including me. I promised her that after I saw the cross, I would leave the world and go 
wherever she led me, and change my life. 
 
“After I prayed, I could feel the Theotokos’ care for me, so I went to try to enter the Church again. This 
time, I went right inside! I shook when I was inside this holy place. But I could see that God listens to 
us when we repent. I kissed the ground.  
 
“Then I went back to the icon of the Theotokos to thank her for helping me. I asked her to show me 
where to go next. I heard a voice say, ‘If you cross the Jordan, you will �nd wonderful rest.’ 
 
“I knew that voice was talking to me. I asked the Theotokos to be with me, and started out right away 
to obey her. A man gave me three coins when I left the Church. I used the coins to buy bread, and 
asked the bread seller how to get to the Jordan.” 

 
The woman found the Jordan River, crossed over it, and stayed in the desert. For forty-seven years, she 
did not see another person. She �nished her bread and ate whatever she could �nd in the desert. She 
told Abba Zosimas that the �rst seventeen years were so hard. She was hungry and thirsty, and the 
songs she sang when she was living a sinful life were stuck in her head, tempting her to go back and live 
like that again.  



 
But she would struggle and �ght those thoughts. Sometimes she would lie on the ground, crying, until 
God sent her a blessed Light that would cover her and give her peace. Finally, after seventeen years of 
struggling, she lived peacefully with the Theotokos’ help. 
 
Tomorrow we will talk more about St. Mary and St. Zosimas. We love St. Mary of Egypt because of her 
example. She had loved to sin, but when she decided to follow and obey God instead, He helped her to 
get rid of her sinful passions! God got her attention by keeping her out of the Church until she realized 
that she was sinning, and wanted to change.  
 
God does this for us, too. He does not  make  us follow Him. But He loves us so much that He will 
always give us chance after chance to choose to follow Him! 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
 
What interesting Lenten tradition did the monks at the Jordan monastery follow? 
 
On the first Sunday of Great Lent, after Liturgy and Forgiveness Vespers, they went out of the monastery 
into the wilderness! 
 
 
How did Abba Zosimas know that Mary was very holy? 
 
She knew his name without him telling her, and when she prayed she rose up off the ground! 
 
 
What made Mary realize that she should repent and change her life? 
 
She could not go into the Church with the other people, so she stepped aside. While she was standing there, 
God helped her to see that her sins were keeping her from entering the Church. 
 
 
For Discussion:  Why do you think that the Church has us thinking about St. Mary of Egypt near the end 
of Great Lent? We have been fasting and praying and giving alms, so maybe now our hearts are soft 
enough for God to show us our own sins, like St. Mary saw hers. But we can not do it alone. Neither did 
she! Who helped St. Mary? Who can also help us?  


