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

SUNDAY OF THE HOLY CROSS 
 

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 the Holy Cross: we celebrate Christ’s Holy Cross here in the midst of Great 
Lent, preparing us for the commemoration of the Cruci�xion on Holy Friday, and reminding us that 
Great Lent is a period when we are cruci�ed with Christ. 

What does it mean to be cruci�ed with Christ? 

  During Great Lent, we are working hard to cut o� those sinful habits we have developed. When we 
fast from food, we are training ourselves to be obedient, and also to think of food as fuel for our bodies 
rather than to rely on it for emotional comfort.  (Have you ever had a bad day and thought that eating 
‘comfort foods’ or desserts would make you feel better? We often look for emotional support from food, but 
it’s just food! We should turn to God and to the people He has put in our lives, because God and families 
and friends love us, but food cannot love us back!) 

During Lent, we might also try to break other bad habits. If we �nd that we spend too much time 
playing video games or are becoming addicted to television, this is a good time to stop doing those 
things or to limit ourselves, to help us break free from those things that become bad habits and steal 
too much of our time and energy. 

We also try to break from other sinful behaviors, like bickering with people instead of listening to their 
point of view and trying to work out problems, complaining, gossiping or talking about people behind 
their backs. We spend these special weeks trying to be the best Orthodox Christians we can be, and that 
means that we are trying destroy our sinful habits. That is part of what we mean by ‘cruci�ed with 
Christ’ -- we want to crucify or kill o� our sinful habits. 

St. Paul wrote a letter (called an epistle) to the people of Galatia in Asia Minor, and he speaks of how 
we must turn away from sinful activities, and instead cultivate the ‘fruits of the Spirit’. As you read it, 
think of the prayer of St. Ephraim, and how he also �rst lists those vices we turn away from, and then 
those virtues we ask God to help us develop: 



Now the works of the �esh are evident, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, lewdness, 
idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, sel�sh ambitions, 
dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like; of which I tell you 
beforehand, just as I also told you in time past, that those who practice such things will not 
inherit the kingdom of God. 

But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsu�ering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control. Against such there is no law. 

And those who are Christ's have cruci�ed the �esh with its passions and desires. If we live in 
the Spirit, let us also walk in the Spirit.   (Galatians 5: 19-25) 

During Great Lent, we have “cruci�ed the �esh with its passions and desires”, turned away from sinful 
behavior,  and asked God to help us develop the fruits of the spirit instead.  

Halfway through the great fast, the precious and life-giving Cross is now placed before us to refresh our 
souls. We are reminded why we are doing this! The Cross reminds us how our Lord su�ered for us. He 
was completely innocent and without sin, and yet He allowed Himself to be beaten and spat upon and 
hung on a cross to die a painful death. We have been struggling to fast, and now we are reminded of 
Christ’s example. We are not the �rst to struggle, and our struggle is nothing compared to His. The 
Cross reminds us that through pain and su�ering we shall see the ful�llment of our hopes: the heavenly 
inheritance and eternal glory. 

In a sense, we can think of ourselves as preparing to receive Our Lord Jesus Christ, the King of Kings, 
at Pascha. Imagine how a King arrives: his royal standards, trophies, and emblems of victory come in 
procession and then the king himself appears in a triumphant parade. The Sunday of the Holy Cross is 
the procession of the sign of the Son of God -- the Life-Giving Cross leads the parade, and when we 
venerate it joyfully, we praise His Glory! This is a celebration that leads us to the great celebration 
ahead! 

The Holy Cross is placed in the middle of the fast -- week three of six. It’s very beautiful, actually. 
Think of Paradise, the Garden of Eden. The tree of life was placed in the middle of the garden of Eden, 
and here we �nd the Holy Cross -- often said to come from the wood of the tree of life, for this wooden 
Cross is indeed the means to eternal life! The Holy Church places it here to remind us of Adam’s sin, 
and to remind us that it’s through the Holy Cross that we will �nd eternal life. 

Today we process with our crosses and sing, 



“Oh Lord, save Thy people and bless thine inheritance, granting to Thy people victory over all 
their enemies; and by the power of Thy Cross, preserving Thy kingdom!” 

May God bless all of us through His Holy and Life-Giving Cross! 

 

 

 

QUESTIONS 

What kinds of bad habits might we ‘crucify with Christ’ during Great Lent? 

We work on being less emotionally attached to eating, and on curbing other habits like bickering, 
complaining and gossiping. 

 

We work to turn away from sinful habits, and we ask God to help us increase good things in our 
spiritual lives. What sorts of good things do we want to increase? 

The fruits of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, longsuffering, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, 
self-control; and humility, moderation, etc. 

 

In the middle of the fast, during which we have been struggling, how might the Cross give us strength 
to �nish the struggle? 

The Cross reminds us how our Lord suffered for us, and reminds us that it’s through struggle and 
suffering that we will come to eternal life. 

 

For Discussion:   The Tree of Life was planted in the center of the Garden of Eden, and the Cross of Life is 
‘planted’ in the center of Great Lent. Let’s list some connections between the fall of Adam and Eve, and the 
experience of Great Lent?  Can you see the connection between the Tree of Life and the Holy Cross? 
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FOURTH MONDAY 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 Monday of Great Lent, and this week we are considering the Cross of Jesus Christ.  
 
One of our church’s holy saints, Constantine, loved the cross very much! He was born to Caesar 
Constantius Chlorus and his wife, Helena, who was a Christian of humble birth, in 274 at Nish, in 
Serbia. When Constantine was still young, his father divorced his mother because he knew he could be 
more powerful if he had a richer wife.  
 
Constantine loved his mother and was raised with respect for Christians. The Roman Empire was 
ruled by four Caesars, and while his father did not persecute Christians in his part of the empire, the 
other Caesars (including the well-known Emperor Diocletian) were merciless in their persecution of 
Christians. 
 
When Constantine’s father died, Constantine became the ruler of his portion of the Roman Empire 
(Gaul and Britain) and his �rst act was to grant freedom of religion in his lands. Christians could not 
be persecuted, and everyone had the right to worship as they wished. This enraged the other rulers in 
the Empire, and they began to plot to overthrow Constantine.  
 
Constantine would have to go to war to defend his rule, and he prayed to God to give him a sign which 
would inspire his army to �ght valiantly, and the Lord showed him a Sign of the Cross in the heavens 
with the inscription “In this Sign, conquer.” Constantine �ew battle �ags with the Sign of the Cross, 
and lead his armies against the other rulers of the Roman Empire, defeating them again and again until 
he was the leader of the Roman Empire. He extended his Edict of Milan to cover all of the Roman 
Empire: freedom of religion would be protected everywhere in the Empire. After three hundred years 
of persecution, Christians could �nally practice their faith without fear. They could build churches 
and worship openly. 
 
Constantine renounced paganism, and as Rome was a great center of pagan worship, he moved the 
capital of Empire further East, to the city of Byzantium which would be renamed Constantinople. As 
he built up the city, he constructed many beautiful churches, and he created a culture that supported 
and revered Christianity. 



 
Emperor Constantine never forgot his victories under the Sign of the Cross of the Lord, and wanted to 
�nd the actual Cross upon which our Lord Jesus Christ was cruci�ed. He showed great honor to his 
mother, making her the Empress Helena, and sent her to Jerusalem, with the authority of the Emperor 
behind her, and a lot of money to build churches and to locate holy places and things, especially the 
Cross. 
 
Many years earlier, the pagan Roman Emperors had covered over the location of Christ’s cruci�xion 
and His tomb, in order to keep Christians from worshipping there. They built pagan temples over the 
top, and hoped to erase all memory of Jesus Christ.  
 
Empress Helena arrived in Jerusalem where she met up with the Patriarch Macarius. Searching for the 
Life-Creating Cross, she asked Christians and Jews where it could be, but for a long time her search 
remained unsuccessful. Finally, someone told her to ask an old man named Jude, who said that the 
Cross had been buried where the temple of Venus stood. They demolished the pagan temple and, after 
praying, they began to excavate the ground. Soon the Tomb of the Lord was uncovered. Not far from it 
were three crosses, a board with the inscription ordered by Pilate, and four nails which had pierced the 
Lord’s Body. 
 
They were so excited to �nd this -- but there were three crosses. Which of these was Christ’s Cross?   
A funeral procession was happening that day, so Patriarch Macarius brought them over to the crosses, 
and he touched each of the crosses to the dead man’s body. When the True Cross of our Lord touched 
the dead man, he came to life. When they saw this man raised from the dead, everyone was convinced 
that this was truly the Life-Giving Cross. 
 
Christians came in huge numbers to venerate the Holy Cross, and begged Saint Macarius to stand up 
the Cross, so that even those far o� might reverently contemplate it. Then the Patriarch and other 
spiritual leaders raised up the Holy Cross, and the people cried out, “Lord have mercy,” and did 
prostrations in front of it. During the discovery of the Life-Giving Cross another miracle took place: a 
terribly sick woman was healed instantly when she passed under the shadow of the Cross! The old 
man, Jude, and some other Jews there saw that, and they immediately believed in Christ and accepted 
Holy Baptism. Jude was baptized with the name Cyriacus and afterwards was consecrated Bishop of 
Jerusalem. 
 
The holy Empress Helena went to all of the holy places throughout Jerusalem and the Holy Land 
connected with the earthly life of Jesus Christ, and she built more than 80 churches! She built a church 
at Bethlehem where Christ was born, at the Garden of Gethsemane where Jesus prayed and was 
arrested, on the Mount of Olives where He ascended to Heaven, and at the tomb of the Holy 



Theotokos. In particular, they built a very large and beautiful church that enclosed both the Tomb of 
Christ and the spot where He was cruci�ed.  
 
St. Helena took part of the Life-Creating Cross and the nails with her back to Constantinople. She 
died in the year 327, and her son Constantine died in 337. Both are remembered as Saints of the 
Church. 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
Why didn’t the other rulers of the Roman Empire like how Constantine was ruling his portion? 
 
Constantine passed a law giving people the freedom to worship as they pleased, including Christians. The 
other emperors preferred to persecute and kill Christians. 
 
 
Constantine had a vision from God, telling him how to win his battles. What was that vision? 
 
The Lord showed him a Sign of the Cross in the heavens with the inscription “In this Sign, conquer.” 
Constantine flew battle flags with the Sign of the Cross, and won his battles through the power of God. 
 
 
How did they �gure out which of the three buried crosses was the One True & Holy Cross? 
 
Patriarch Macarius brought a funeral procession over to the crosses, and he touched each of the crosses to the 
dead man’s body. When the True Cross of our Lord touched the dead man, he came back to life, showing 
that this was truly the Life-Giving Cross. 
 
 
For Discussion:   Did it surprise you to hear that miracles have happened when people just touched the 
Holy Cross, or even when they passed beneath its shadow? Even today, there are crosses that have a small 
piece of the True Cross embedded inside, and people find that miracles happened when they are blessed by 
them! Why do you think would people be blessed by touching the One True & Holy Cross? 



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

FOURTH TUESDAY 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 Tuesday of Great Lent, and this week we are considering the Cross of Jesus Christ. 
In the Scriptures, Jesus tells us that we should pick up our cross! What does that mean?  
 
In the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 16, Jesus has been telling the disciples that He will be killed and 
then raised on the third day. 

 
Then Jesus said to His disciples, “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and 
take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, but whoever 
loses his life for My sake will �nd it. For what pro�t is it to a man if he gains the whole world, 
and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul? For the Son of Man 
will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then He will reward each according to 
his works. Assuredly, I say to you, there are some standing here who shall not taste death till 
they see the Son of Man coming in His kingdom.” (Matthew 16: 24 - 27) 

 
Jesus has just described His own death, and then tells His disciples to deny themselves and pick up their 
own crosses, and to follow Him. What does that mean? 
 
The disciples would follow Christ very literally: they walked with Him everywhere He went, learning 
from Him and working with Him to preach, teach and heal people. After His resurrection and 
ascension to heaven, the Holy Spirit came to them at Pentecost and they went out into the world to 
preach His Gospel. They left their families and their lives behind. Christ sets up two paths for us: we 
can try to “gain the world” or we can try to save our souls. If we hope to gain the world -- to follow 
worldly ambition without following Christ -- then we will lose our souls. They dropped everything 
when Christ called them to join Him, and were willing to lose their lives. In fact, all of the disciples 
except for John would eventually be martyred for refusing to stop preaching the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. 
 
What does picking up our cross and following Christ look like in our lives? It will mean di�erent things 
for each of us. Everyone has di�erent challenges in their lives. A person with a really bad temper may 
�nd that struggling with angry outbursts is their cross to bear, while a person who has no patience will 



�nd that this is their cross. Some people might have health challenges, while others have trouble 
making friends or struggle with school. Some people look like they have no struggles, but there will 
always be some kind of challenge for them, whether we can see it or not. We can choose to complain 
and pout about our struggles, or we can take a deep breath and pick up our cross like Jesus did: He did 
not deserve the Cross, but He carried it and faced it with patience, forgiveness and peace. We should all 
hope to follow His example, and to face our obstacles prayerfully. 
 
Following Christ may look di�erent for di�erent people, but it always begins with cultivating a heart 
for Christ so that when He calls us to something, we are ready to answer Yes. The main thing we must 
do is to put aside worries about our comfort and our desires, and instead focus on loving God with all 
our hearts, and loving our neighbors as ourselves. If we can choose to serve others instead of making 
ourselves more comfortable or making our lives easier, then we are getting closer and closer to being 
able to live a good Christian life. When we follow Christ’s commandments, we are developing soft 
hearts that can be �lled with God’s grace. 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
How did Jesus’ disciples pick up their crosses and follow Him? 
 
They literally walked around the world preaching the gospel, and were persecuted and martyred when 
they would not stop. 
 
What do we mean when we say that di�erent people have di�erent crosses to bear? 
 
Different people have different challenges in their lives (maybe they have a temper or a medical condition, 
etc.) 
 
How did Jesus carry His cross? 
 
Even though Jesus did not deserve the Cross, He carried it and faced it with patience, forgiveness and peace. 
 
For Discussion:   What are the crosses in your life today? Do you think they will change over time, or will 
you always struggle with the same ones? 
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FOURTH WEDNESDAY 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 Wednesday 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. In the Scriptures, we �nd the story 
of Naaman the Leper, who carried the cross of leprosy, and found healing through humility. 
 

Naaman, commander of the army of Syria, was a great and honorable man in the eyes of his 
master, because he achieved great military victories. He was mighty in strength and valor, but 
he was a leper. It happened that a young Israelite girl was the servant of Naaman's wife. One 
day she said to the wife, “If only my master were with the prophet of God Elisha! For he would 
expel his leprosy from him.” And Naaman’s wife went in and told her husband, saying, “This is 
what the girl from the land of Israel said.” 
 
Then the king of Syria said to Naaman, “Go now, and I will send a letter to the king of Israel.” 
So he departed and took with him ten talents of silver, six thousand gold shekels, and ten 
changes of clothing. Naaman was introduced with this letter which proved that he was a very 
important visitor. Elisha, the man of God, told the king of Israel, “Let Naaman come to me, 
and he shall know there is a prophet in Israel.” 
 
Then Naaman went with his horses and chariot and stood at the door of Elisha's house. And 
Elisha sent a messenger out to him, saying, “Go and bathe in the Jordan seven times, and your 
�esh shall be restored to you, and you shall be clean.” 
 
But Naaman became furious and went away, saying, “Indeed, I told myself that Elisha would 
come out to greet me; that he would stand and call on the name of his God; and that he would 
put his hand upon the place and heal the leprosy. Are not the rivers of Damascus, better than 
all the waters of Israel? Can I not bathe in them and be clean?” So he turned and went away in 
a rage. 
 
Then his servants approached and said to him, “If the prophet were to tell you to do something 
great, would you not complete it? But here the prophet said to you, ‘Bathe and be clean.’” 
 



So Naaman went down and dipped seven times in the Jordan, according to Elisha's instruction, 
and his �esh was restored like the �esh of a little child, and he was cleansed.  
 
Then he, with all his aides, returned to Elisha and came and stood before him; and he said, 
“Indeed, now I have come to know that in all the earth there is no God except the God of 
Israel.”  
 
Elisha said to Naaman, “Go in peace.”  (abridged from 4 Kingdoms, chapter 5) 
 

Even before the accomplished and powerful leader Naaman came before him, the prophet Elisha 
seemed to know what he needed to learn in order to be healed: the man of God told the king of Israel, 
“Let Naaman come to me, and he shall know there is a prophet in Israel.” Naaman needed to be healed 
of his leprosy, but also of the pride that a�icted him, and he needed to get to know God. 
 
When Naaman arrived at the prophet’s home, he stood outside the gate, and assumed that the prophet 
would invite him in. He expected to be welcomed as an honored guest, but instead he was passed 
instructions via a mere servant. The prophet did not greet him in person, did not make a big deal of 
him, but instead simply passed along advice for healing. 
 
Naaman’s �rst reaction was �lled with pride. Insulted that the prophet did not personally welcome 
him and meet with him, did not lay on hands directly as Naaman expected, he haughtily turned away. 
He even declared that the rivers of his homeland were better than Israel’s rivers. Naaman expected to be 
treated well because he was such an important man, which is very prideful. What’s more, he had an 
image of what that healing would look like: “Indeed, I told myself that Elisha would come out to greet 
me; that he would stand and call on the name of his God; and that he would put his hand upon the 
place and heal the leprosy.” He was furious when the healing of God did not look like he expected it to 
look. This is a kind of pride we can all be guilty of! We may not be important military leaders, but we 
are people who think we know what healing looks like, and we get impatient and even angry with God 
when His answers to our prayers are not what we expect. If I pray that God heals my brother’s wounds, 
I expect Him to heal them on my schedule and in the way I have imagined. When God heals in His 
own way and on His own timetable, it sometimes helps us to remember that we are not in charge, but 
truly God is. We must work to accept His will, rather than demand that He do things our way. 
 
Naaman almost walked away from healing, but he was lucky, and his wise servants pointed out his 
error. They said, “If the prophet were to tell you to do something great, would you not complete it? 
But here the prophet said to you, ‘Bathe and be clean.’” In other words, if the prophet had given him a 
task that sounded hard or important, he would have done it, but because the task was so small and 
simple, he was o�ended. His servants suggested that he just set his pride and his expectations aside, and 



just try to bathe in the Jordan. Lucky for Naaman, his servants were wise, and were not blinded by 
pride as he was. 
 
This is the turning point: Naaman stopped indulging his pride, and took advice from his own servants. 
He humbled himself and listened. He had been o�ended when the servants of the prophet had o�ered 
him this message, but now he corrected that, and took his servants’ advice to listen to Elisha’s servants. 
He went to the Jordan River and bathed in it seven times, and he was healed forever of his terrible 
leprosy. 
 
When Naaman was able to squelch his pride and to approach with humility, his leprosy was healed and 
his eyes were opened: he said, “Indeed, now I have come to know that in all the earth there is no God 
except the God of Israel.” He is given both good health and strong faith in God! 
 
In Naaman’s case, the cross he carried was his leprosy. He struggled with this terrible health condition 
for years. Perhaps his pride was also a cross, though he did not know it. When he brought his cross to 
the man of God to ask for help, he was given relief from both crosses! 
 
We may not realize it, but when we pray the prayers for healing in the Church, we most often pray 
words like, “Lord, please grant healing of soul and body.” We may be most focused on our bodily 
illnesses, and we are probably praying for people because we have seen that they are physically sick or 
su�ering, but God heals both the soul and the body. God knows that our eternal lives depend on the 
health of our soul, so that is much more important than our physical health. Sometimes we expect 
healing to look a certain way, but in fact, what God sends is di�erent from our expectations and much 
better for us. Like Naaman, when we come to the Lord for healing, if we can humble ourselves we will 
�nd that God sends both spiritual and physical healing. 
 
 
 
QUESTION 
 
Naaman was an important man. What did he expect to happen when he came to the prophet’s home? 
 
Naaman expected to be welcomed in like an important guest, and for the prophet to stand and call on the 
name of his God, and that he would put his hand upon Naaman’s body and heal the leprosy. 
 
What was Naaman’s cross? 
 
Naaman’s cross to bear was leprosy, and also his pride was a cross (though he may not have known it.) 
 



What was the turning point that allowed Naaman to be healed? 
 
He listened to his own wise servants, and then listened to the advice given to him by Elisha’s servants. At 
first, he was too prideful to take the instructions of mere servants, but when he set aside his pride, he was 
able to do so. 
 
 
For Discussion:   Can you think of a time when you prayed for help from God with a certain expectation, 
but the help looked different than you expected? Were you confused and angry like Naaman? Why or why 
not? 
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FOURTH THURSDAY 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 Thursday 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. The modern saint, Mother Maria, is 
a wonderful example of self-sacri�ce. 
 
When she was born in 1891, her parents named her Elizaveta Pilenko, but everyone called her Liza. Liza 
grew up in Latvia, which was part of the Russian Empire, and her father was the mayor of her town. 
Both of her parents were devout Orthodox Christians. As a little girl, she once emptied her piggy bank 
in order to give all of her money to a fund to paint an icon for a new church in her town. When she was 
seven, she asked her mom if she could become a nun, and then a year later she asked her parents if she 
could become a pilgrim who just walks from holy place to holy place forever. As a child, she loved God 
very much, and hoped to devote her life to Him.  
 
When she was 14, her beloved father died, and Liza went through a very di�cult time. She grew angry 
with God and became an atheist. She felt that her father’s death was meaningless and unjust. "If there is 
no justice," she said, "there is no God." She decided that all of the adults knew there was no God, and 
they were just pretending for the children.  
 
After her father’s death, the family moved to the big city of St. Petersburg, which was �lled with radical 
communist revolutionaries. Liza became a part of these radical circles, and yearned to lay her life on the 
line for the cause. She became disappointed though, that all the revolutionaries seemed to do was talk. 
They never did anything big. She said, "My spirit longed to engage in heroic feats, even to perish, to 
combat the injustice of the world."  
 
At age 19, she married one of the these radical friends, and they would sit in cafes with their 
revolutionary friends and talk about politics and poetry and theology. Though Liza still thought of 
herself as an atheist, she became interested in Christ, at �rst not as God, but as a heroic man who 
accomplished great things. Over time, she found herself drawn back toward the Church. She prayed 
and read the Gospel and the lives of saints. She decided that what the people really needed was not a 
revolution, but Jesus Christ.  
 



Liza and her husband had a daughter named Gaiana, but their marriage ended in divorce. When her 
daughter was three, Liza was accepted as a student at the Theological Academy of The Alexander 
Nevsky Monastery in St. Petersburg. She was the very �rst woman to study there! For a while in 1918, 
Liza was the mayor of her town, as her father had been. This was during the time that the Bolsheviks 
were taking over Russia, and she was accused of being part of their Red Army. She was arrested and 
taken to trial. Her judge, Daniel Skobstova, said she was innocent, and he had her released instead of 
executed. After she was free, she went to �nd him to thank him. They quickly became friends and were 
married only a few days later! 
 
Right after the wedding, as the Bolsheviks got stronger in Russia, Liza and her whole family left the 
country. They didn’t want to be part of all the horrible things that happen during a revolution. They 
traveled through Tblisi and other parts of the country of Georgia; through Istanbul, Turkey; and 
through parts of Yugoslavia. They ended up in Paris, France, where they settled down to live. In the 
time that they moved around, Liza gave birth to two other children: her son Yura and her daughter 
Anastasia. Once the family settled in Paris, Liza made dolls and painted silk scarves to help provide for 
all of them. She also began to work with the Christian Student Movement to help other Russian 
refugees who lived there. Many of them had a much harder life than she did.  
 
But bad things still happened to her family: unfortunately, in the winter of 1926, Liza’s whole family 
got in�uenza. Little Anastasia died from it. But this time, a death in her family did not drive Liza away 
from the Faith: instead, it made her faith stronger! She began to work even harder to help the refugees. 
She wanted to live a more real, more pure Christian life than ever. Sadly, all of this work was hard on 
her marriage to Daniel, and she left him, moved into her mother’s house, and continued her work. 
 
In 1932, Metropolitan Evlogy tonsured her a nun and encouraged her to develop a new kind of 
monasticism: the life of a nun living in the city and serving the needy people there instead of living out 
alone in the countryside. So Liza, now “Mother Maria,” began her work of sharing her life with the 
poor and homeless. 
 
She started with a small empty house, sleeping her �rst night on the �oor under the icon of the 
Protection of the Mother of God. Others came to join her as she served the Russian refugees, and soon 
her room in the house was needed for others, so instead, she slept in the basement by the boiler. An 
upstairs room became the chapel, and Mother Maria wrote the icons on the icon screen. Before too 
long, she was able to set up a home at 77 Rue de Lourmel (77 Lourmel Street) in Paris that was larger 
and had much more space. In this new space, she and the others serving with her began to prepare 
dinner for those who needed food. They served up to 120 every night! Sometimes they would turn the 
dining room into a hall where Orthodox leaders would come to teach about the Faith. At this house, 
the stables out back became a chapel, and again Mother Maria contributed many of the icons, some of 
them were icons that she embroidered. Mother Maria rented other buildings around Paris that she then 



shared with the poor so that needy families would have a place to live. She started a hospital for people 
sick with tuberculosis. She began schools for children. She visited mental hospitals just so she could 
look for Russian refugees. Because these people were so poor and didn’t speak French well, they had 
been labeled as mentally ill and put in mental hospitals – even if they were in their right minds! Mother 
Maria would rescue them from the mental hospital and help them. 
 
She also helped to start an organization called “Orthodox Action,” which provided safe places for 
travelers or for the elderly to stay. The people in the Orthodox Action group also helped people who 
did not have a job, worked in hospitals, aided elderly people, and published books and pamphlets. 
Mother Maria was living up to her youthful dream of DOING something for change, not just talking 
about it! 
 
When the Holocaust began and edged closer to Paris, of course Mother Maria did all that she could to 
help save the Jewish people who reached out for help. Her priest, Fr. Dimitri Klepinin, would make 
baptismal certi�cates for any Jewish person who asked for one, even if they were not really converting, 
because any Jew that had a certi�cate saying they had converted to Christianity and were no longer 
Jewish was in less danger. Mother Maria, her son Yura, and Fr. Dimitri would then plan escape routes 
for the Jewish people who asked them for help. In 1942, Mother Maria somehow got into the 
Velodrome d’Hiver. This winter stadium was where many of the Jews in Paris were being kept before 
they were taken to Nazi death camps. While Mother Maria was in the Velodrome, she did whatever she 
could to help the Jewish people that she met in there. One way that she helped was by sneaking Jewish 
children out of the Velodrome to safety! She made arrangements with some of Paris’ trash haulers, who 
helped her take the children out of the Velodrome inside trash cans, and then drove them in trash 
trucks to Mother Maria’s house, where she would help to arrange for their escape from Paris. 
 
Mother Maria was �nally caught by the Nazis in 1943. They arrested her for helping the Jewish people 
and took her to Ravensbruck, one of the concentration camps. Even while she was a prisoner in that 
Nazi camp, Mother Maria was helping people. One survivor talked about her later and said she was 
adored by everyone, but especially the young prisoners. They had been separated from their families, 
but Mother Maria became their family and cared for them. She was known to give her “meal” (piece of 
bread) to anyone that she thought needed it more than she did. She lived this way until she died.  
 
On Great and Holy Friday that year, April 30, 1945, Mother Maria was killed in a gas chamber. We are 
not sure if she was selected to die that day or if she volunteered to take the place of someone else who 
was selected. Either way, she died because of the way she lived her faith. 
 
Mother Maria once said, “At the Last Judgment I shall not be asked whether I was successful in my 
ascetic exercises, nor how many bows and prostrations I made. Instead I shall be asked, did I feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick and the prisoners. That is all I shall be asked.” And she lived 



exactly that way. But she went beyond just feeding, clothing, visiting, and helping the others in her 
care: she actually saw everyone she met as “the very icon of God incarnate in the world,” and she 
treated them as such. She may even have died in the place of one of those “icons of God,” walking out 
the Faith to the very last moment of her earthly life. 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
What sorts of ideas did little Liza have for her life when she was young?  
 
She talked about being a nun, or traveling as a pilgrim from holy place to holy place. 
 
 
How did Mother Maria and Fr. Dimitri help Jewish people, and what did the Nazis do when they 
found out? 
 
Mother Maria smuggled children out of the stadium to save them, and Fr. Dimitri gave out false 
baptismal certificates to anyone who asked. Together, they worked to hide Jewish people in their house, and 
to smuggle them away. When the Nazis learned of their activities, they were placed in concentration 
camps. 
 
 
What was Mother Maria’s idea of what it meant to follow Christ? 
 
She took it very seriously that Jesus said that we are feeding and serving Him when we feed and serve, “the 
least of these” so she dedicated herself to taking care of people in need. 
 
 
For Discussion:  There are many different Saints, and they are all unique. Mother Maria was very 
different from most other saints. She had a rougher way of carrying herself, she was divorced twice, and 
she was very outspoken. She picked up her cross and followed Christ in her own way, using the gifts God 
gave her and the circumstances He put her in. God is glorious in His Saints!  What are your gifts? If you 
dedicate your life to serving Christ, how will it look different than someone else’s life? 



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

FOURTH FRIDAY 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 Friday 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. When we think of a life marked by humility 
and loving self-sacri�ce, we might think of St. Xenia of St. Petersburg. 
 
We don’t know much about St. Xenia’s childhood, but we do know that she was married to Major 
Andrei Feodorovich Petrov, who died very suddenly one night at a party. At the age of 26, Xenia was a 
widow and it seemed to everyone that she lost her mind from grief: she told everyone that she had died, 
and that Andrei had lived. She gave away all of her possessions to the poor, dressed herself in her dead 
husband’s military uniform and, as if she had completely forgotten her own name and identity, she 
began to call herself by her husband’s name, Andrei Feodorovich.  
 
But Xenia had not lost her mind at all.  

Xenia had become a “fool for Christ”. Sometimes very holy people pretend to have lost their minds. 
This allows them a certain freedom, as they can give up material possessions and the ambitions that can 
overtake a person’s heart. More importantly, by behaving in a way that makes people think that they 
are out of their minds, they can stop worrying about people’s opinions of them. Rather than try to 
convince people that they are good or holy or smart, they can instead think only about how God sees 
them. So often, a love of stu� and money and a desire to be admired by others, can become the center 
of our heart. The fool for Christ throws o� all of these things, and hopes to �ll their heart only with 
God. 

Xenia had lost her husband, and that grief brought her closer to God. She gave her house to a friend, 
asking that she allow homeless and poor people to shelter there. Instead of living there too, Xenia 
would wander among the poor people, and at night she would go out into a �eld to pray in the silence. 

Xenia was very concerned that her beloved husband had died so suddenly, and at a party. She knew that 
it would be better if he had been sick, and had time to go to confession and to receive Holy 
Communion, and then died. She worried that he was not properly prepared for heaven. She prayed for 
him, and she decided to do good works in his name, so that God would give all of the credit for those 



works to Andrei. She knew that our Lord teaches us to look not for rewards on earth, but to build up 
our treasure in heaven, and she set about building her beloved Andrei some treasure in heaven. 

A construction crew started to build a church in the Smolensk Cemetery.  Xenia saw an opportunity 
for a good deed, and every night she would secretly come to the worksite and carry bricks up to the top 
of the construction. She was helping the bricklayers build the church, though they didn’t know who 
was doing it! Xenia was doing it in the name of her husband, hoping that God would receive it on his 
behalf, and let it become his  treasure in heaven. 

The people of St. Petersburg began to see that this woman who walked among them was holy. They 
could sense the light of Christ inside her, and they understood that she was casting o� earthly pleasure 
and comfort out of a great love for the Kingdom of Heaven. Whenever Xenia entered anyone's home, 
they said it was a good sign. Mothers were delighted if she kissed their children. Cab drivers would ask 
permission of the blessed one to drive her a little, since after this the earnings would be guaranteed for 
the whole day. Storekeepers would try to give her a little bit of bread because they wanted their store to 
be blessed by her -- they were sure to do good business if Xenia came by! 

Xenia did not want to be well-known for her holiness, and yet she really could not hide it.  
 
God even gave Xenia the gift of ‘clairvoyance’ which means that sometimes she could predict the 
future. On the eve of the Nativity of Jesus Christ in 1762, she kept telling everyone in St. Petersburg, 
“Tomorrow all Russia will bake blini!” Blini is something they would make for funerals, and quite 
suddenly the next morning, the Empress Elizabeth Petrovna died. Indeed, all of Russia did bake blini. 
 
Once, Xenia was visiting a home where the daughter was grown-up, but still unmarried. She said to the 
girl, "Here you are drinking co�ee, while your husband is burying his wife at Okhta." The girl did not 
know it yet, but eventually she would marry a man who, at that very moment, was burying his �rst wife 
at the Okhta Cemetery. 

St. Xenia lived about 45 years as a fool for Christ, refusing earthly comforts, and dedicating herself to 
doing good works in the name of her husband. She wanted no credit for anything she had done. She 
was buried in the Smolensk Cemetery, where she had helped build the church. 

People make pilgrimages to her grave and ask for her intercession when they are facing troubles. St. 
Xenia has appeared in visions to people, warning them of dangers to come and saving them from 
terrible situations.   

Pray for us, St. Xenia! 

 
 



QUESTIONS 
 
When St. Xenia’s husband died, what strange things did she do? 
 
She began calling herself by his name and dressing in his clothes, and giving away all of her possessions. 
 
 
Why would a fool for Christ want people to think they had lost their mind? 
 
When people assume that they have lost their minds, they can just go off and live on the streets, without 
worrying about their possessions or what people think of them. 
 
 
If being humble means that we do not brag or show o�, could we say that St. Xenia was humble? 
 
By living among the poor and hoping that all of her good deeds would be credited to her husband, Andrei, 
St. Xenia showed that she was extremely humble. She did not want credit or fame for anything wonderful 
she did. 
 
 
For Discussion:   This week is the week of the Cross, and when we think of St. Xenia, can we say that she 
sacrificed herself for others? How? 
 
 



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. 
 


