
 

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

SIXTH WEDNESDAY 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 Wednesday of Great Lent, and this week we began with St. Mary of Egypt, who was a 
rather extreme faster, as she headed out into the desert without food, and worked through her 
repentance all alone. There have been many saints who were called to be hermits like that, to live alone 
without comforts in the desert or the wilderness. Like St. Mary of Egypt and St. John the Forerunner, 
they have found that when they live so close to nature, without the distractions of society, they can 
focus on God and really develop their hearts to become very close to him. Today, we’ll look at another 
interesting kind of extreme ascetic hermit called a stylite. Stylites do something very interesting -- but 
we’ll get to that in a moment. Let’s start at the beginning, with the �rst stylite ever. 
 
Simeon was born in Cappadocia to Christian parents, and by the time he was thirteen he was a 
shepherd, tending his father’s sheep. He was really very attentive and loving with the sheep, and took 
his job very seriously. 
 
He loved to be in church and to think about God and the teachings of Jesus Christ. He would ask 
questions of the Elders in the monastery, and when he was eighteen, he became a monk and devoted 
himself to strict fasting and unceasing prayer.  
 
He prayed a lot, and he fasted a lot. Much more than normal monks. He was so intense that the abbot 
of the monastery was concerned, and told him he needed to settle down a little, to fast and pray a little 
less, or leave the monastery. People in the monastery live together on the same schedule, but Simeon 
wasn’t part of their schedule -- he had his own, much harder schedule to live by. Simeon would not 
draw back from his e�orts, so he left the monastery and found an empty well in the mountains, and 
lived there where no one would interrupt him, praying and fasting intensely. After a while, the abbott 
had a dream in which angels told him to bring Simeon back to the monastery, so he did. 
 
Simeon went back to the monastery, but he honestly preferred his time living out in the well as a 
hermit, so soon he left the monastery again, this time settling in a cave all alone. Truly, he was called to 
be a hermit, and did not wish to live in the monastic community. He preferred to go it alone, trusting 
only in God.  
 
One year he decided to go the entire forty days of Great Lent without any food or drink, and God 
preserved him through it, so he started doing that every Great Lent. For the �rst twenty days he prayed 
standing up, and then for the second twenty days he would pray sitting down, never eating or drinking 
a thing. 



 

 
Simeon’s great e�orts did help him become very close to God, and people started to know about him. 
Whole crowds would gather to ask him for healings and to hear some kind of teaching from him. 
Simeon, like most really holy monks, was trying to remain humble and did not want any worldly glory 
or fame to distract him from his prayers and his fasting, so he needed to get away from the crowds. He 
came up with an idea no one had tried before. 
 
He climbed up a pillar about 6-8 feet high, and settled in. He began to live up on that pillar (where no 
one could reach him) and to pray and to fast there without interruption. It was a really nice little home 
for him, and he liked it. After a while, he moved to a taller pillar, and liked that even better. Then he 
moved to a taller pillar, and that was even better. 
 
The idea of a monk who lived on a high pillar began to spread, and the Patriarch of Antioch came to 
visit him. He climbed on the pillar too and they served the divine liturgy up there.  
 
The holy elders living out in the desert heard about St. Simeon and his strange new form of ascetic 
e�ort. They decided to test him. They sent messengers to him, who in the name of the desert fathers 
were told to tell St. Simeon to climb down from his pillar. If he refused, that would mean he was 
disobedient and they’d forcibly drag him down. But if he agreed and started to climb down, that would 
mean he was obedient, and they would let him stay up there. Why would it matter if he was obedient? 
Why would they test him like this? Well, if he was really holy and God were really working in his heart 
through all of this fasting and sitting on pillars, then that would mean that he would become more 
loving, more kind, more humble, more obedient. But if this wasn’t real fasting or if God wasn’t the one 
at work here and something fake or bad were going on, he would become more prideful and then he 
would be disobedient. So they were really checking to make sure that God was really working in him, 
and he wasn’t wasting his time and e�ort. 
 
So the messengers came and demanded that Simeon climb down, and what do you suppose he did? He 
climbed down -- so the messengers stopped him, and told him to stay up there.  
 
Over the years, the pillars got bigger until St. Simeon’s �nal pillar was 80 feet tall. He endured many 
temptations, but prayed to God for help in his struggles. Many people were inspired by his 
prayerfulness and zeal, and by the fact that God took care of him up there. A young monk named 
Daniel came and visited him, and was inspired to �nd a pillar of his own. He asked St. Simeon for a 
blessing, and then there were two stylites! Daniel stood on various pillars for thirty-three years of his 
life, never moving no matter what the weather did. Once, his friends came out to �nd him covered in 
ice, having stood on his pillar through a terrible storm! The emperor would bring his royal guests to 
meet the holy Daniel, and asked his advice many times. 
 
St. Simeon spoke wonderful words of Christian wisdom, so the people would wait at the bottom of the 
pillar for him to come and speak to them. He had gained great wisdom from the Holy Spirit through 
his prayers and fasting. When St. Simeon was 80 years old and was still up there on the pillar, there 
came a time when he did not come out to speak to the people for three days. That was unusual. His 
friend, Anthony, was worried about him, so he climbed up to check on him. After 47 years of living on 
pillars, St. Simeon died right there, kneeling in prayer on that pillar. 



 

 
The Patriarch of Antioch lead his funeral, and many many people came, and they buried him in a grave 
near his pillar. 
 
For many years, especially in the medieval period, certain monks would be called to live on pillars. We 
started to call them “stylites” which comes from the Greek, stulos, which means “pillar”. 
 
In modern times, there have not been many stylites. However, in modern-day Georgia (not the state, 
but the country in Eurasia, near Russia and Armenia and Turkey), there is an Orthodox monk who is a 
stylite! There was a very old stone pillar -- a natural formation, that goes very high up in the air. Many 
centuries ago someone built a little church on top of it and lived there as a stylite, and some people 
climbed up there in the 1940s and found his bones and buried them in a chapel in the church. About 
twenty years ago, a monk named Maxime Qavtaradze, decided to move into that church and live as a 
modern stylite. He restored the church and now lives up on this huge pillar. There was a documentary 
made about him and you can �nd it online at thestylite.com  You can also see photos there, to see that 
the pillar he lives on is pretty big -- both very tall and kind of wide, so that a little church can �t on top. 
 
Most of the ancient stylites were on much smaller pillars. They were like little towers, and the top 
would have short walls around it so that they could stay up there without falling. They were really very 
small spaces, so that the ascetic could live as simply as possible. The stylites are a wonderful example of 
how fasting can be about more than just food -- we can fast from comfort, from easy living. Our fast 
can be about removing all distractions and leaving ourselves to focus only on prayer, so that our hearts 
are �lled with only God! 
 
Holy Stylites, pray for us! 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
When Simeon �rst went to the monastery, the abbott was worried that he was too intense. Why? 
 
He prayed much more than the other monks, and fasted much more intensely.  
 
 
What made Simeon decide to climb up on a pillar and live there? 
 
The crowds of people were coming to him to be healed and to hear some words of wisdom, and he needed to 
be a little more out of their reach so that he could focus on prayer. 
 
 
Why were the desert elders interested in testing whether Simeon was obedient or not? 
 



 

If God were really at work with him in his fasting, then he would grow more humble and obedient, but 
they were checking just in case God was not involved and he had grown prideful and disobedient. (He 
passed the test.) 
 
 
For Discussion:   St. Simeon inspired many future monks to become stylites, living on pillars in an extreme 
effort at fasting. Living on a pillar is not for everyone, but is there a way that this can inspire us during 
Great Lent?  Are there ways that we might put aside our comforts and, say, get up off the soft couch more 
often and stand before our icons in prayer? Could they inspire us to focus better during the Holy Week that 
is coming so soon?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


