
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 be thinking about one of his writings, 
called  The Ladder . We will also be thinking about the Lenten theme of Almsgiving.  
 
First, let’s talk about St. John Climacus! Climacus is not really his name -- it’s a word that means 
“ladder”. He wrote a book called “The Ladder”, so people began to call him St. John Climacus, or St. 
John of the ladder. 
 
St. John was very smart, and could have become a famous teacher. But he decided to become a monk so 
that he could serve God in that way. When he was only sixteen, John went to the monastery at Mt. 
Sinai (the mountain where Moses received the Ten Commandments from God!) and began to live and 
work there. 
 
For many years, St. John lived at the Mt. Sinai monastery. After that, he went to live out in the desert, 
by himself. He spent forty years in the desert, praying and reading about the saints. It was hard for St. 
John at �rst, because he was very tempted to sin. But he kept praying and trusting God, and God 
helped him to not sin. Instead, he became more holy! 
 
Other people learned about how holy St. John was, and would come to ask him to pray for them. 
Because St. John had worked so hard to follow God instead of his temptations, God gave him a special 
gift. He was able to help others who were being tempted or feeling very upset to �nd peace. 
 
A man named Moses came to live near St. John, so that he could learn from him. One afternoon, 
Moses went out walking to try to �nd some dirt to put in their garden. He had to walk for a long time, 
because there is not much dirt in a desert. He got tired and lay down to take a nap in the shade of a big 
rock. St. John was still at his home, but he suddenly realized that Moses was in trouble. St. John started 
to pray for Moses. Later in the day, when Moses came back to where they lived, he told St. John that 
while he was taking a nap in the shade of a big rock, he was almost crushed by the rock! But while he 
was sleeping, he heard St. John call to him, so he hopped up. As he jumped up, the big rock began to 
break and fall down right where he had been sleeping! St. John’s prayers saved Moses! 
 



When St. John was seventy-four, he became the abbot of Mt. Sinai monastery. All of the monks 
wanted to learn to be holy like him, so they asked him to write down the rules he had followed in his 
life. He wrote them into a book called  The Ladder of Divine Ascent.  “Divine” means “like God” and 
“ascent” means “climbing,” so the book is about steps that we can take to climb closer to God. 
 
Remember what we said before about Mt. Sinai? It is the mountain that Moses climbed up to meet 
God, and God gave him the Ten Commandments so that the people could follow them. St. John was 
like a new Moses: on Mt. Sinai and in the desert near there, he climbed so close to God, and God gave 
him rules that other monks and nuns can follow. Those rules, written in his book about a ladder with 
thirty steps, are not just for monks and nuns: all Orthodox Christians who want to be closer to God 
can begin to climb this “ladder!” 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
 
St. John’s forty years in the desert were very hard for him. Why? 
 
When he was in the desert, he was very tempted to sin. But he kept praying and trusting God, and God 
helped him to not sin. Instead, he became more holy! 
 
 
 
Why do we call him St. John “Climacus”? 
 
Climacus means “of the ladder”; we call him that because he wrote the book about ways to get closer to God. 
The book is called, “The Ladder of Divine Ascent.” 
 
 
 
What almost happened to St. John’s disciple Moses? What saved him?  
 
He was almost crushed by the rock he was sleeping under. St. John had been praying for him, and he heard 
St. John call him. He woke up and jumped up, just as the rock crumbled and fell right where he had been 
sleeping! God protected Moses through St. John’s prayers. 
 
 
For Discussion:  What steps do you think St. John wrote about in his “ladder” that helps us climb to God? 


