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

FIFTH THURSDAY 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 the modern saint, St. Nikolai Velimirovich, and some 
wonderful stories he told about giving alms to the poor. 
 
For example, in his huge collection of all the saints’ lives called “The Prologue of Ohrid”, St. Nikolai 
reminds us: 

 
The Lord said: Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these 
My brethren, ye have done it unto Me (Matthew 25:40) 
 

St. Nikolai begins by reminding us that our Lord tells us that when we give to the poor, we are giving 
to Jesus. When we o�er a drink or a blanket or a smile to “the least of these”, then Jesus considers this a 
gift to Him. That makes sense, because every person is an icon of Christ. If you kiss an icon of Jesus, we 
know that you’re really kissing Jesus. So if a person is an icon of Jesus, and that person is in need, then 
when you give help to that person, you are really helping Jesus. 
 
St. Nikolai continues, 

 
Similar things happen in almsgiving and in Holy Communion. In Holy Communion we 
receive the Living Lord Christ Himself, in the form of bread and wine; in almsgiving we give to 
the Living Lord Christ Himself, in the form of the poor and needy.  
 

This is a great mystery, just like Holy Communion. Just as you can receive Jesus Christ right there in 
church, you can also meet Him on the street in the body of a poor person. Miraculously and 
mysteriously, Jesus can be present in bread and wine, and He can be present in other human beings, so 
that you can interact with Him right here in our world. 
 
Then St. Nikolai tells an interesting story: 

 



A certain man in Constantinople was unusually merciful. Walking along the streets of the city, 
he would press his gift into the hands of the poor and hurry onward, so he would not hear their 
gratitude or be recognized. When a friend of his asked how he had become so merciful, he 
replied: “Once in church I heard a priest say that whoever gives to the poor, gives into the 
hands of Christ Himself. I didn’t believe it, for I thought, ‘How can this be, when Christ is in 
heaven?’ However, I was on my way home one day and I saw a poor man begging, and the face 
of Christ shone above his head! Just then a passerby gave the beggar a piece of bread, and I saw 
the Lord extend His hand, take the bread, and bless the donor. From then on, I have always 
seen Christ’s face shining above the beggars. Therefore, with great fear I perform as much 
charity as I can.’  (St. Nikolai Velimirovich, Re�ection for September 18,  The Prologue of 
Ohrid, Volume II ) 
 

God sent this man a vision so that he could understand that it really is true that when we give to ‘the 
least of these’ we are truly giving to Christ, that what is given to the icon of Christ passes to the real 
Christ. 
 
Think of how amazing this is! Those of us who were not fortunate to live at the same time when our 
Lord Jesus Christ walked on the earth in His human body, have a new chance to o�er Him worship 
and love, clothing and food and drink and money, every time we see someone in need.  So many people 
in the Bible had the opportunity to eat a meal with Jesus -- and so do we, whenever we are willing to sit 
down and spend time with someone in need!   
 
Of course, when we see someone begging on the street, we don’t always think kind and compassionate 
thoughts. Some people will �nd themselves annoyed with too many requests for money, for food,  for 
help. But they are ‘the least of these’! If we can love them, we are loving Jesus… and yet, we don’t always 
feel loving. What do we do when our hearts just aren’t reaching back with compassion? 
 
St. Nikolai tells us: 
 

“Do not ever say: ‘These beggars annoy me!’ 
So many millions of men live on earth and all are beggars before the Lord; emperors as well as 
laborers, the wealthy as well as servants, all are beggars before the Lord and the Lord never said: 
‘These beggars annoy me!'” 
 

If we can remember that we are truly beggars before the Lord, that we have not earned any of our 
blessings but that we ask endlessly for more, then perhaps we can �nd some patience and love for the 
beggars who surround us. After all, we are all beggars! 
 
St. Nikolai had so many wonderful ways to help us understand the ways of the Lord!  He was so 



well-loved that another famous Saint, St. John Maximovitch, called him "a great saint and Chrysostom 
of our day”. He was a great scholar and thinker, and the Serbian Orthodox Bishop of Zicha.  Though 
he was a Serbian bishop, he spent a lot of time in America. In fact, his �nal years were all spent in 
America, and he died here and was buried here for a long time.  Today, his body is back in Serbia, but 
he is well-loved in both countries! 

 
You will probably not be surprised to hear that St. Nikolai was wonderful at almsgiving!  In his own 
village of Lelich, he built a beautiful church,  and just like the holy Apostles, he kept nothing. Much 
wealth came into his hands, only to pass right through them; he handed it o�  to where there was 
trouble or tears or orphans needing love and support. He kept nothing for himself, like the widow with 
two mites. 

Pray for us, St. Nikolai! 

 

QUESTIONS 

If people are icons of Christ, what does it mean when we are helping a person in need? 

Just as our veneration passes from the icon to the original, our assistance and love pass from the person to 
Jesus! 

 

How does this re�ect the mystery of Holy Communion? 

Just as Jesus is mysteriously present in the bread and wine, He is mysteriously present in other human 
beings. 

 

What is a helpful thought when we are annoyed by people always asking for money or time from us? 

We are also beggars before the Lord!  We cannot really deserve anything, so everything we have is a gift 
from God, and we are always begging Him for more blessings. 

 

For Discussion:   If human beings are icons of Christ, then everything we offer them we offer to Christ -- 
whether that is food or drink, love or comfort. Does that mean that bad things we do to other people are 
also being done to Christ? How does that thought make you think about your own behavior? 



 

 

 


