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

SIXTH TUESDAY 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! 
 
Today is the sixth Tuesday of Great Lent, and this week we began with the story of St. Mary of Egypt, 
whose repentance lead her to spend forty-seven years fasting in the desert! This week, in her honor, 
we’ll explore the Lenten theme of Fasting. 
 
St. John Chrysostom said, “Fasting is wonderful, because it tramples our sins like a dirty weed, while it 
cultivates and raises truth like a �ower.” We can see that in St. Mary of Egypt’s life, which began with a 
great zeal for sin, but her fasting trampled out her sin, and cultivated great spiritual beauty! Fasting is 
really how we tend the garden of our hearts, tearing out the spiritual weeds of sin, and nurturing the 
sweetly fragrant �owers of a healthy spiritual life. 
 
Have you ever heard the saying, “What comes out of your mouth is more important than what goes 
in?” 
 
Generally, when we talk about fasting we are usually talking about what goes into our mouth -- food. 
We mean that we’ll avoid meat and dairy products in our diet, depending on our health and medical 
situation. But eating a ‘vegan’ diet is just a dietary change. Just going on a diet won’t make you holy!  In 
fact, if you are great at eating only Lenten foods, but then you spend your time yelling at people and 
calling them names, then you aren’t becoming holier at all!  What comes out of your mouth is more 
important than what you put in it! 
 
Fasting is really not just a change in diet, but a whole change in our behavior and our outlook. The 
discipline in our diet echoes the discipline in the rest of our lives, as we try to be the best Orthodox 
Christians we can be during the fast. We pray more, we go to church more often, we study God’s word 
more. But fasting also means doing some things less -- arguing less, being less angry, being less stingy. 
 
This is what St. John Chrysostom says about fasting: 
 

Fasting is the change of every part of our life, because the sacri�ce of the fast is not the 
abstinence but the distancing from sins. [...] Are you fasting? Show me your fast with your 



works. Which works? If you see someone who is poor, show him mercy. If you see an enemy, 
reconcile with him. If you see a friend who is becoming successful, do not be jealous of him! If 
you see a beautiful woman on the street, pass her by. 
 
In other words, not only should the mouth fast, but the eyes and the legs and the arms and all 
the other parts of the body should fast as well. Let the hands fast, remaining clean from stealing 
and greediness. Let the legs fast, avoiding roads which lead to sinful sights. Let the eyes fast by 
not �xing themselves on beautiful faces and by not observing the beauty of others. You are not 
eating meat, are you? You should not eat debauchery with your eyes as well. Let your hearing 
also fast. The fast of hearing is not to accept bad talk against others and sly defamations. (St. 
John Chrysostom,  On Fasting ) 
 

Our whole body can fast! It’s so much more than being careful about what kinds of foods we eat. It’s 
really about being careful about everything -- what we hear and what we do, where we go. We need to 
be fasting in all of our actions. St. John continues, 

 
Let the mouth fast from disgraceful and abusive words, because, what gain is there when, on 
the one hand we avoid eating chicken and �sh and, on the other, we chew-up and consume our 
brothers? He who condemns and blasphemes is as if he has eaten brotherly meat, as if he has 
bitten into the �esh of his fellow man. (St. John Chrysostom,  On Fasting ) 
 

What an amazing image! Here we are fasting from meat, but if we are yelling insults or gossiping 
nastily, it’s like we are biting into our brother’s �esh! How much better if we were to eat a hamburger 
than to eat our brothers and sisters!  
 
St. John is not saying that we should not fast from meat, but that if all you’re doing is eating a vegan 
diet, then you’re not really going to see a big spiritual transformation. We will only see ourselves grow 
holier and closer to God if we are really trying to live by His commandment to love one another as we 
love ourselves. If we are not working on living better, more Christian lives, then we aren’t really fasting! 
 
The food part of fasting really is important. We started out our Lenten meditations with the fall of 
Adam and Eve in the Garden. Right from the beginning, fasting was ordained in Paradise. God gave 
Adam and Eve one rule: “ Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat .” Their failure to 
follow that rule is a failure to fast properly, and it ushered in sin and death to our world. Learning to 
control our appetites is a big step on the way back to Paradise! 
 
The food part of fasting is a tool that we use to help us grow closer to God.  
 



Consider this saying from St. Seraphim of Sarov: “One should not think about the doings of God 
when one’s stomach is full; on a full stomach there can be no vision of the Divine mysteries.” (St. 
Seraphim of Sarov, “The Spiritual Instructions to Laymen and Monks”, printed in  Little Russian 
Philokalia: St. Seraphim of Sarov) 
 
When we fast from heavy and rich foods, like meat and dairy products, we become more awake to 
prayer. We get a little bit lazy and tired when we are well-fed, but when we are eating smaller, lighter 
meals, our minds and our hearts are more open and ready to understand and to receive God. That’s 
really why we fast -- to make ourselves better at praying, better at feeling God’s presence. 
 
So during Great Lent and the other fasting periods of the year, we want to increase some things (like 
praying, doing good deeds and showing love for others) and we want to decrease other things (like 
eating so much heavy food, arguing and getting angry, feasting on our brothers!)  We follow the 
example of St. Mary of Egypt, who ate less and prayed more. She defeated sinfulness with prayerfulness 
and fasting, and God will help all of us do that, if we can show up with our best e�orts every Lent. 
 
As we get closer to Holy Week, now is a good time to ask ourselves how our fasting is going this year. If 
there are changes or adjustments we need to make, we still have time! 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
When we think of Great Lent, we think of fasting from food, but St. John Chrysostom says there’s 
more to do!  What should we do more of during Great Lent? 
 
We should do more good things -- we should pray more, we should take care of the hungry and sick and we 
should practice loving our neighbors even more. 
 
 
What should we do less of during Great Lent? 
 
We should stop arguing and bickering and being greedy. We should stop doing the sinful things that keep 
us away from God. 
 
 
Why do we want to eat less of the heavy, rich foods during Great Lent? 
 



Because it is hard to pray and to receive God on a full stomach, but it is easier on a lighter stomach! 
 
 
For Discussion:   Have you noticed yourself having trouble controlling your anger or frustrations during 
Great Lent? What could you do the help that?  And if you are fasting, do you notice a difference in your 
prayer life? Think about that now, and then think about it again after Pascha. 
 


