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

FOURTH SATURDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 
Welcome to Tending the Garden of our Hearts!  Thank you for joining us on a journey through Great 
Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is the fourth Saturday of Great Lent, and this week we are considering the Cross of Jesus Christ, 
as well as the related themes of Humility and Self-Sacri�ce. We have spoken of the ways that humility 
and loving self-sacri�ce marked the life of the fool-for-Christ, St. Xenia of St. Petersburg. As we �nish 
the week, let’s consider some modern examples not unlike her. 
 
In Bulgaria, there lived a man named Dobri Dimitrov Dobrev (often called Grandpa Dobri, or Elder 
Dobri) who appeared to be a beggar on the streets. He was born on July 20, 1914 in the village of 
Bailovo. His father died in World War I and his mother raised the children. He married in 1940, when 
Bulgaria was participating in the Second World War. A shell fell near him during one of the bombings 
in So�a, nearly depriving him of his hearing. He had four children with his wife, two of whom he 
outlived. 
 
Over the years, the elder became more and more detached from the material aspects of life, devoting 
himself entirely to the spiritual life. Around the year 2000, he donated all of his belongings to the 
Orthodox Church and began living in a small, modest addition to the Sts. Cyril and Methodius 
Church in his native village. Although there was a bed in his tiny house, he preferred to sleep on the 
�oor, and kept just enough food for a day or two -- perhaps just one slice of bread and a tomato. 

The old church needed many repairs, and so old Dobri -- even in his nineties! -- could be seen on a 
wintry morning, rolling up the sleeves of his old black coat and carrying full buckets and boards 
around the church yard, helping with the work of roof repairs and the like. Despite his old age, he was 
happy to assist the workers as best he could. 
 
Not only did Elder Dobri help out with the work -- it turns out that he was helping to pay for it. You 
see, around the same time that he began to live in the church yard, he also started to collect money 
towards the restoration of that church, and the other churches and monasteries throughout Bulgaria. 
He would walk more than 12.5 miles to reach the capital city of So�a from his village, until his legs 
began to lose strength so he started taking the bus. He would stand at the entrance of the Alexander 
Nevsky Cathedral in So�a with a plastic cup in his hand, and collect money from the people who 
passed by, and then donate that money to rebuild churches.  



 
Elder Dobri was not afraid of cold weather, and did not fear hunger. He didn’t mind it when people 
walked past him without giving something. Instead, he simply radiated kindness and meekness and 
love. He might reach out and kiss a child’s hand with a smile, or spend a few moments speaking with 
someone about the mercy of God. When people put some money into his cup, he would give them a 
loving look and thank them for their charity. His loving smiles and constant presence made him a great 
favorite of the people of Bulgaria, and his spirit of utter sel�essness and sacri�ce earned him the 
popular title “The Saint of Bailovo.” 
 
Over the years, he collected about $24,700 for the cathedral in So�a, $12,350 for the Sts. Cyril and 
Methodius Church in Bailovo, and $31,000 for the restoration of the Eleshnishki Monastery of the 
Mother of God located to the east of So�a, and the local church of the Gorno Kamartsi village. 
 
Elder Dobri fell asleep in the Lord at the age of 103 on February 13, 2018, and was buried in the 
graveyard of the Sts. Cyril and Methodios church, in  in the town where he was born, Bailovo, Bulgaria 
May his memory be eternal! Those who remember his holiness already call out, pray for us, Elder 
Dobri! 
 
Perhaps one day the Church will recognize Elder Dobri as a saint -- but already, so many Bulgarians and 
people around the world, remember the lessons they learned from watching his good example! 
 
Not every holy and humble person is a fool-for-Christ. It is possible to hold a well-respected o�ce the 
in world or in the Church while also living a humble and self-sacri�cing, holy life. 
 
A recent Patriarch of the Serbian Orthodox Church was well known for his holiness. He was born 
Gojko Stojčević on September 11, 1914 (the same year as dear Elder Dobri!)  His family did not have 
much money, and unfortunately both of his parents died when he was very young. He was raised by his 
aunt, and once said, “When you grow up without parents, you experience a greater awareness of the 
Heavenly Father”.  
 
Gojko became a monk, and then a priest, and was given the new name Pavle (which is Serbian for Paul, 
like St. Paul.) He never wanted to be Patriarch, but he was so well loved and such a holy man that he 
was chosen for this important role. 
 
Patriarch Pavle was famous for refusing to ride in a fancy car with a driver. He either walked or rode on 
public transportation in the city; he went through the crowds without guards or assistants. Anyone 
could walk right up to him and have a chat. He was very available to the people, all of the time. 
 



He was known for his modest lifestyle. It is said that one day, as he was walking to the o�ces of the 
Patriarchate, Patriarch Pavle noticed some expensive cars parked near the entrance and asked whose cars 
they were. His assistant told him that they belonged to the bishops. At that, the patriarch said with a 
smile, “If they who know the Saviour’s commandment on poverty have such cars, then, what kind of 
car would they have if there wasn’t this commandment?” 
 
Patriarch Pavle was especially beloved for his shoes. You see, he always wore old scru�y shoes. Often, 
people would come to visit him and to receive a blessing or discuss some important business, and they 
would realize that his shoes were old and had holes in them. Often, they would buy him a new pair of 
shoes, nice ones be�tting a man as important as the Patriarch. He was famous for putting on beautiful 
shoes, and heading out into the street where he would promptly trade shoes with a poor man sitting on 
a stoop. The nice shoes went out to the needy, and the Patriarch wore whatever was left. One time a 
woman was meeting with him and just as she was about to suggest that he needed new shoes, the 
Patriarch burst out with great glee, “See what great shoes I have! I found them near the dustbins when I 
went to the Patriarchate. Somebody threw ‘em out, but, they’re real leather. I sewed ’em a bit… see, 
they’ll last for a long time yet”. 
 
He could not only repair shoes or cobble himself new boots from old women’s shoes, but, if he saw 
that a priest had a torn cassock or cloak, he said to him, “Bring it to me, I’ll �x it”. Even though he was 
the Patriarch and an old man, he did the preparations before the services himself, and he cleaned up 
afterwards, washing the utensils, and hung up his cassock and cowl. He heard the confessions of the 
faithful and gave them communion. He didn’t eat much, much as the ancient Desert Fathers did. He 
lived a humble and modest life, and was beloved by his people. 
 
He fell asleep in the Lord in 2009, and many people pray to ask for his intercessions. Perhaps someday 
he will be a Saint of the Church!  
 
The Church o�ers us many examples of people whose lives are centered on God instead of centered on 
themselves and their own needs. This looks di�erent for everyone, but ultimately we are all called to 
�nd a way to pick up our cross and to follow Christ. We use the gifts He has given us, and we �nd a 
way to serve Him — whether we serve Him by serving the Church, serving the poor, or serving the 
ordinary people he places on our path every day.  Especially during this beautiful season of Great Lent, 
let’s watch for opportunities to be of service to God and to others! 
 
 
QUESTIONS  
 
People thought Elder Dobri was an ordinary beggar on the street, until one day they realized that he 
did something special with the money he collected. What did he do with it? 



 
He funded the restoration of churches and monasteries across Bulgaria. 
 
Elder Dobri preferred not to live in a regular house. Where did he move? 
 
To a small building outside the church in his village, where he slept on the floor and lived as simply as he 
could. 
 
Patriarch Pavle was famous for his shoes. Why? 
 
He refused to wear nice shoes, but would always wear old, shabby shoes that he had fixed up or shoes he’d 
traded with a poor or homeless person. 
 
For Discussion:  These examples of saintly people are from modern times. Do you know anyone who lives a 
saintly life? We are all called to become saints, but that call looks different for every one of us. Discuss ways 
that you might live out that calling in your own life, in your own circumstances. 
 


