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

SUNDAY OF ST. JOHN CLIMACUS 
 
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 Sunday of St. John Climacus, and this week we will consider the very important work he 
wrote, called  The Ladder , and we’ll also be thinking about the Lenten theme of Almsgiving.  
 
First, let’s talk about St. John Climacus! Climacus is not his name -- it’s a word that means “ladder”. 
He wrote something called, “The Ladder”, so they call him St. John Climacus, or St. John of the 
Ladder. 
 
St. John was very smart, and very well-educated. He could have become a famous teacher, but he 
decided instead that he wanted to serve God with his whole heart, by becoming a monk. At just sixteen 
years old, he joined a monastery in a very special place called Mt. Sinai, which is where Moses once 
climbed to the top of the mountain and received the Ten Commandments from God. 
 
St. John lived at the monastery for many years, and then he decided to go live alone in the desert, like a 
hermit. For forty years, he spent all his time praying and reading the lives of the saints. 
 
At �rst, St. John was tempted by the devil and he felt all kinds of bad passions trying to make him sin. 
But he put all his trust in Jesus and prayed harder than ever. The more he was tempted, the more he 
prayed  -- so the temptations never made him fall into sin. In fact, he only grew holier. He became so 
close to God that many of the other monks and the people heard how holy he was, and they came to 
ask him for advice. 
 
St. John spent so much time overcoming temptation in the desert, that God gave him a special gift: he 
could help upset and tempted people �nd peace.  One time, a man who was having terrible 
temptations asked St. John to help him, and after they prayed together, peace �lled the poor man's 
soul. He was never again troubled with those temptations. 

St. John took on a disciple named Moses. One afternoon, Moses walked a long way away to �nd some 
dirt for their little garden (remember, they lived in the desert!). He laid down to take a rest under a large 
rock. St. John was back home in his cell, but he had a revelation that Moses was in danger, and he 
started praying. That evening, when Moses returned, he told St. John that during his nap he was 



almost crushed by a huge rock! But in his sleep he heard the voice of St. John calling to him and he 
hopped up -- just as the rock began to break away and fall.  

When St. John was seventy-four years old, he was chosen as abbot of Mount Sinai. He became the 
superior of all the monks and hermits in the area, and they asked him to write down the rules he had 
followed throughout his life. He was very holy, and the other monks wanted to follow his example. So 
St. John wrote the book called  The Ladder of Perfection  or  The Ladder of Divine Ascent.  
 
It has been pointed out many times that St. John became a leader of the monastics on Mt. Sinai, and 
just as Moses had once climbed this mountain and come down with a list of Ten Commandments 
from God for the people to follow, St. John climbed to great spiritual heights and returned with a 
collection of rules for the monastic to follow. He was like a new Moses, who has come down from Mt. 
Sinai with his face aglow from meeting God, delivering the Ladder with its thirty steps, which over the 
centuries is still beloved and is considered the ultimate guide to living a Christian ascetic life.  
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
 
St. John went through many temptations. Did they cause him to sin? Why not? 
 
St. John responded to temptations by praying even more, so the temptations never overcame him. 
 
 
 
Why do they call him St. John “Climacus”? 
 
Climacus means “of the ladder”; they call him that because he wrote The Ladder of Perfection. 
 
 
 
What do Moses and St. John have in common? 
 
There are a few things that connect them, but mostly they both were at Mt. Sinai and received instructions 
from God to pass along to the people. (Moses offered the Ten Commandments, and St. John offered the 
Ladder.) 
 
 



For Discussion:  If you had to guess what steps St. John would put in his “ladder” to becoming closer to 
God, what would they be? 


