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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? 
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FIFTH MONDAY 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! 

This week we are thinking about St. John’s  Ladder of Divine Ascent . After spending years combatting 
the passions and temptation, St. John wrote  The Ladder  to show us how to follow him on this path 
toward Christ. He included thirty steps we could take to make this journey.  
 
St. John’s  Ladder  is written for monastics, so the steps begin with leaving the world behind, and then 
slowly he reveals the di�erent passions and temptations they will have to battle — and he explains how 
to win those battles. 
 
The Ladder  is loved by Orthodox Christians who are not in monasteries too, and the same temptations 
and challenges face all Christians as they try to live a good, Orthodox life. 
 
For example, the �rst step — renouncing the world — is not just about choosing the monastery over 
the world. Every Christian must begin by choosing a Christian life instead of a worldly life. For a 
monastic, this means that they will leave the city behind, and leave their friends and family and worldly 
possessions, and go live in a religious community where their life will focus on prayer and spiritual 
development. But what would it mean for someone who lives in the world, who stays in the city and 
works at a regular job or raises a regular family? How does that ordinary person choose a Christian life 
and renounce the world? 
 
In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul writes, “Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be 
transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:2) All of us, no matter what our 
circumstances, can do this. We can choose not to �t ourselves to the pattern of this world. We can 
choose not to do things just because it’s “normal” or  “that’s what everyone does”. We can decide that 
instead of doing what everyone else is doing, we are going to always focus on what God wants us to do.  
 
St. Paisios said, “Do not trust the mindset of secular people… Decide what you want most: the 
sympathy of the world, or a return near to God?”  This does not mean that we do not love people who 
are not in the Church -- we hope to love everyone as we love ourselves!  But it does mean that we have 
to recognize that some people are not working to be closer to God. So if we do wish to grow close to 



God, then we will make our decisions di�erently than they do, because we are working on a di�erent 
project than they are. 
 
For example, the people around us may not even know that it’s Great Lent, but we can follow Christ 
and follow the Church by making sure that we mark these days with prayer and fasting and almsgiving. 
We can work to make sure that our hearts are being formed to the pattern God created for us. We’ll be 
transformed by Christ as we work to tame the passions and temptations we �nd along the way. In this 
way, we are still living in the world among all of the di�erent kinds of people we �nd here, but we are 
living in a way that is dedicated to God. 
 
A wonderful Saint who lived in the 20th century named St. Porphyrios was once assigned as a priest to 
a church in a very busy part of Athens called Omonia Square. It was kind of a dirty neighborhood, 
with a lot of poor people and a lot of crime. And it was so loud there in the middle of the city!  While 
he would try to do the holy services of the church, the noise from the street was terribly loud. He even 
had one neighbor who sold gramophones and records. The shopkeeper played records on the 
gramophone in order to attract customers, but he played them so loudly that St. Porphyrios could not 
bear it. At �rst he was frustrated by this, and he was tempted to ask for a di�erent assignment. But holy 
St. Porphyrios prayed and fasted for three days, asking God to help him. 
 
In the corner of his church, St. Porphyrios found a notebook that belonged to a young man in his 
parish, a student at the University. It was a physics notebook, and in it the saint found some notes 
about acoustic waves and how sound travels. St. Porphyrios thought about how, if you throw a pebble 
into a lake, it creates circles that move outward. But if you threw another rock into another section of 
the lake, that creates new, even  bigger circles and they push out the other circles. 
 
This was the answer from God that Elder Porphyrios was waiting for. The next day, he tried to 
concentrate all his spiritual and mental powers into the prayers and the acts of the Divine Liturgy. He 
saw himself forming circles in his mind and heart, and they canceled out the circles formed by the 
gramophone. The sounds stopped distracting him from the Divine Liturgy, and he was able to focus 
again!  
 
If we are �nding it hard to focus on God when we are living in this world full of distractions, we must 
pray about it and keep trying. It is possible to live a holy life even in the middle of so much noise, and 
God will help us �nd a way! 
 
St. Porphyrios said, 
 

“It is a great art to succeed in having your soul sancti�ed. A person can become a saint 
anywhere. He can become a saint in Omonia Square, if he wants. At your work, whatever it 



may be, you can become a saint through meekness, patience, and love. Make a new start every 
day, with new resolution, with enthusiasm and love, prayer and silence — not with anxiety so 
that you get a pain in the chest.”  — St. Porphyrios,  Wounded by Love  
 

We must not worry and be anxious about whether the world around is dedicated to God, but we must 
simply decide to behave like true Christians and follow Christ with love and prayer, and we can become 
saints anywhere! We will simply carve out our little piece of the Kingdom in this world, patterning it 
not after the world’s ideas, but after Christ’s example. 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
The Ladder  is written for monastics, and begins with the �rst step of ‘renouncing the world’. If we 
don’t leave the world for a monastery, can a Christian still renounce the world? 
 
Yes, all Christians make the choice to follow Christ instead of following everyone else. 
 
 
If we are Christians, will we be making decisions di�erently than our non-Christian friends? 
 
Yes, because we are working to grow closer to God, but they are not on that same journey.   
 
 
St. Porphyrios found that he could serve the liturgy even with so much noise surrounding his church. 
What helped him do that? 
 
He envisioned the sound wave ‘ripples’ of the other sounds, and the ripples of the prayers he was sending 
out, and saw that his prayer ripples were pushing out the other sounds. 
 
 
For Discussion:   In what ways are you surrounded by noise and distraction? How are you focusing on your 
Lenten journey and your Christian journey in the midst of these other worldly things? 
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FIFTH 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! 

This is the week of St. John Climacus. Today, we are thinking about two particular steps on his  Ladder 
of Divine Ascent:  numbers 16 and 17, which are related to the important Lenten theme of Almsgiving. 

 

Let’s consider what Jesus teaches us about riches. In Luke’s gospel, we read: 

 

Now a certain ruler asked Him, saying, “Good Teacher, what shall I do to inherit 
eternal life?”  
So Jesus said to him, “Why do you call Me good? No one  is  good but One,  that is, 
God. You know the commandments:  ‘Do not commit adultery,’ ‘Do not murder,’ ‘Do 
not steal,’ ‘Do not bear false witness,’ ‘Honor your father and your mother.’”  
And he said, “All these things I have kept from my youth.”  
So when Jesus heard these things, He said to him, “You still lack one thing. Sell all 
that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and 
come, follow Me.” 
But when he heard this, he became very sorrowful, for he was very rich. And when 
Jesus saw that he became very sorrowful, He said, “How hard it is for those who have 
riches to enter the kingdom of God! For it is easier for a camel to go through the eye 
of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.”  
And those who heard it said, “Who then can be saved?” But He said, “The things 
which are impossible with men are possible with God.”  (Luke 18:18-27) 
 

This young man wants to know what else he can do to become more holy, but he does not like Jesus’ 
answer: he does not like the idea of giving away all of his riches. Jesus says that it is “hard” for “those 
who have riches to enter the kingdom of God” because they are so attached to their riches!   
 
We saw at the beginning of  The Ladder  that the Christian life begins with choosing to pick up our 
cross and follow Christ, to lead a God-centered life, and to renounce the world. In rules 16 and 17, we 
will see that we will work our way up  The Ladder  by renouncing money and possessions as well. 



 
In steps 16 and 17, St. John explains that we will have to choose between loving money and loving 
God. We cannot do both. He urges us to develop something called “non-possessiveness”; he wants us 
to stop feeling like we want to own things and keep them for ourselves. We must try not to love having 
possessions and material things. 
 
St. John says that “a non-possessive monk is lord of the world. He has entrusted his cares to God, and 
by faith he has obtained all men as his servants. He will not tell his need to man, and he receives what 
comes to him as from the hand of the Lord.”  When we have become non-possessive, we trust 
completely that God will send whatever we need, as we need it. We pray to God for our needs, but we 
don’t mention them to anyone else because of our complete faith that God will send what we need. 
And then when someone gives us what we need, we thank God and recognize that it was God who sent 
it! 
 
There is a great Church Father named St. Basil the Great, who truly fought against greed and 
possessiveness. He was very well-educated and wealthy, but he sold o� his inheritance and gave all of the 
money he received to the poor.   
 
St. Basil loved monasticism, but he did not love the idea of separating away, so far from the rest of the 
world. He loved to pray for the poor and the sick, but he wanted even more to really serve them. He 
took Christ’s commandment to “love your neighbor as yourself” very seriously, and preached about the 
problem of the rich who allow their neighbors to su�er. He often spoke about that rich young man 
Jesus told to give away his possessions.  
 
In the early Church, they talked about this passage a lot. The famous St. Clement of Alexandria saw 
that the young man was very attached to his possessions, and needed to free himself from those bonds. 
He could only be truly free if he was no longer tied up in the preservation and increase of his stu�. St. 
Clement determined that the young man did not have to really give away all of his stu�, but he should 
just stop being so attached to it.  
 
But St. Basil would emphasize something else in this passage. You see, Jesus did not just say, “If you 
wish to be perfect, go sell your possessions.”  He actually said, “go sell your possessions  and give them to 
the poor ”. St. Basil agreed that Christians must free themselves from loving their stu� so much, but he 
also knew that Christians must follow Christ’s commandment to love their neighbor as themselves. By 
giving our possessions to the poor, we show them love, and this is truly Christ’s greatest 
commandment. 
 



St. Basil famously said, “The bread you are holding back is for the hungry, the clothes you keep put 
away are for the naked, the shoes that are rotting away with disuse are for those who have none, the 
silver you keep buried in the earth is for the needy.”  In other words, if there is extra food in your pantry 
or extra stu� in your house, then you are supposed to give it to the poor! Stop holding onto their stu�, 
and spread it around. 
 
St. Basil’s love for the sick and the poor led him to establish the very �rst hospital, which was called 
New City. There, Christians could show true love to those who needed it: they could care for the poor, 
the aging, the sick, feeding them and spending time with them, just as Christ calls us to do.  The New 
City was meant to be an icon of the Kingdom of God, a little glimpse of heaven. St. Basil was right 
there in the midst of it, a spiritual leader and a doctor himself, treating everyone for free and o�ering 
hugs, prayers and love. 

 
Pray for us, St. John Climacus and St. Basil the Great, as we learn to renounce money and possessions, 
and to love only God and our neighbors! 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
The rich young ruler wanted to know what more he could do to attain eternal life. What did Jesus say? 
 

“Sell all that you have and distribute to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and 
come, follow me.” 
 
 
Why would it be hard for rich people to enter the kingdom of heaven? 
 
Because they have so many possessions that they love, and it’s hard to stop loving those things. 
 
 
What kind of institution did St. Basil the Great build to help him love his neighbors? 
 
He built the first hospital, and Christians gave money and time to help take care of the poor and 
needy. 
 
 



For Discussion:   Do you have stuff that would be hard to give away?  Can you imagine what it would feel 
like to be “non-possessive”?  When people experience a disaster -- perhaps a fire or a hurricane -- and lose 
their stuff, what are they usually grateful for?  How can we remind ourselves to focus our love on people 
and not stuff? 
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FIFTH 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! 

This week we have been considering St. John of the Ladder and exploring the Lenten theme of 
Almsgiving.  Today, we’ll consider a time when our Lord saw a widow with two mites, and what He 
taught about her gift to the Temple.  

 

In chapter 21 of the gospel of St. Luke, we read: 
 

And He looked up and saw the rich putting their gifts into the treasury, and 
He saw also a certain poor widow putting in two mites. So He said, “Truly I 
say to you that this poor widow has put in more than all; for all these out of 
their abundance have put in o�erings for God, but she out of her poverty put 
in all the livelihood that she had.”  (Luke 21: 1-4) 

We notice that Jesus is watching the people as they put their gifts into the treasury at the Temple. He 
notices what we do with our money as well -- how much we give to the poor, to those in need, to His 
Holy Church. He pays attention to these things, because they are important.  
 
Christ sees that the rich are putting their gifts into the treasury, and we can assume that these are 
generous gifts; the rich are able to o�er large amounts of money for the temple treasury. 
 
A poor widow approaches and o�ers just two mites -- a tiny sum, far less than what the rich have 
o�ered. 
 
And yet, our Lord has a di�erent view on it. He says, “that this poor widow has put in more than all” 
because she “put in all the livelihood that she had.”  The rich people can give large gifts and still have 
plenty left for themselves, but this widow’s tiny gift was everything she had, so it meant more to our 
Lord. 
 
The Fathers would say that the Lord accounts the value of your gift not by how much is given, but by 
how much you hold back for yourself. 



 
In so many ways, God wants all of us. He wants all of our heart, all of our soul. So when we give what 
might look to others to be a nice, generous gift, God knows if we have held more than we needed. He 
knows if we are giving with our whole hearts.  
 
If we can truly trust that God will take care of us, we can share everything we have with others, and 
trust that God will send more.  
 
Abba Dorotheos said, “No one can say, ‘I am poor and hence I have no means of giving alms.’ For even 
if you cannot give as the rich gave their gifts into the temple treasury, give two farthings as the poor 
widow did, and from you God will consider it greater gift than the gifts of the rich. And if you do not 
have as much as two farthings? You can take pity on the sick and give alms by ministering to them. And 
if you cannot do even this? You can comfort your brother by your words. ‘A good word is better than 
the best of gifts.’”  
 
So even if we have only a very small amount of money, giving a little bit is truly a great gift! And even 
more importantly, Abba Dorotheos reminds us that almsgiving is not just about money -- we are asked 
to give what we have. If we have money, give it. If we have time and love, we can give those! We should 
be generous with our love and our talents and our blessings. We should do what we can to be helpful to 
others. 
 
Because what God wants to see is not really about money, but about love. God wants to see that we 
love one another like we love ourselves! He wants us to take care of other people like we take care of 
ourselves. It’s not about giving a LOT of money, but about giving what we have. 
 
St. John Chrysostom once said, 
 

“The amount we give is not judged by the largeness of the gifts but the largeness of our hearts. 
The poor woman who shares her meager pot of stew with another poor woman is far more to 
be praised than the rich man who throws a few gold coins into a collection at church.  But 
although most Christians acknowledge the truth of this, their words and actions convey a 
di�erent message.  When a rich man makes a large gift to the church, he is heartily thanked; 
and although he will not feel the lack of that money himself, he is praised for his generosity. 
When a poor man makes a small gift, nothing is said, even though that gift may cause him to go 
hungry, no one praises him or thanks him.  It would be better to praise no one than to con�ne 
our praise to the rich.  Better still, we should take trouble to observe every true act of 
generosity, whether by the rich or the poor, and then o�er our praise.  Indeed let us be as 
generous with our praise as people are generous with their money.” ~ St. John Chrystostom 
 



During this Lenten season, let’s work on being generous. Not just with money, but with praise and 
with love and with our time and attention! 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
 
The rich people gave a lot of money, and then a little widow came along. How much did she give? 
 
Only two mites, which is not very much. 
 
 
Jesus said that she gave more than the others. Why? 
 
The others kept back enough money to live very well, but she did not keep anything back -- she gave 
everything she had. 
 
 
If you don’t have any money, can you still give? What can you give? 
 
You can give your time and attention and your love!  You have talents and blessings you can share with 
others. 
 
 
For Discussion:   Is there someone you could visit and spend time with, who would really appreciate it? 
Maybe a neighbor or family member? Maybe a nursing home nearby? Does that feel like giving alms or 
sacrificing something out of love for someone else? Think of ways you could give to someone. 
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FIFTH THURSDAY 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! 

This week we have been considering St. John Climacus and his Ladder and exploring the Lenten theme 
of Almsgiving. Today, we’re thinking about the modern saint, St. Nikolai Velimirovich, and some 
wonderful stories he told about giving alms to the poor. 
 
For example, in his huge collection of all the saints’ lives called “The Prologue of Ohrid”, St. Nikolai 
reminds us: 

 
The Lord said: Verily I say unto you, Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these 
My brethren, ye have done it unto Me (Matthew 25:40) 
 

St. Nikolai begins by reminding us that our Lord tells us that when we give to the poor, we are giving 
to Jesus. When we o�er a drink or a blanket or a smile to “the least of these”, then Jesus considers this a 
gift to Him. That makes sense, because every person is an icon of Christ. If you kiss an icon of Jesus, we 
know that you’re really kissing Jesus. So if a person is an icon of Jesus, and that person is in need, then 
when you give help to that person, you are really helping Jesus. 
 
St. Nikolai continues, 

 
Similar things happen in almsgiving and in Holy Communion. In Holy Communion we 
receive the Living Lord Christ Himself, in the form of bread and wine; in almsgiving we give to 
the Living Lord Christ Himself, in the form of the poor and needy.  
 

This is a great mystery, just like Holy Communion. Just as you can receive Jesus Christ right there in 
church, you can also meet Him on the street in the body of a poor person. Miraculously and 
mysteriously, Jesus can be present in bread and wine, and He can be present in other human beings, so 
that you can interact with Him right here in our world. 
 
Then St. Nikolai tells an interesting story: 

 



A certain man in Constantinople was unusually merciful. Walking along the streets of the city, 
he would press his gift into the hands of the poor and hurry onward, so he would not hear their 
gratitude or be recognized. When a friend of his asked how he had become so merciful, he 
replied: “Once in church I heard a priest say that whoever gives to the poor, gives into the 
hands of Christ Himself. I didn’t believe it, for I thought, ‘How can this be, when Christ is in 
heaven?’ However, I was on my way home one day and I saw a poor man begging, and the face 
of Christ shone above his head! Just then a passerby gave the beggar a piece of bread, and I saw 
the Lord extend His hand, take the bread, and bless the donor. From then on, I have always 
seen Christ’s face shining above the beggars. Therefore, with great fear I perform as much 
charity as I can.’  (St. Nikolai Velimirovich, Re�ection for September 18,  The Prologue of 
Ohrid, Volume II ) 
 

God sent this man a vision so that he could understand that it really is true that when we give to ‘the 
least of these’ we are truly giving to Christ, that what is given to the icon of Christ passes to the real 
Christ. 
 
Think of how amazing this is! Those of us who were not fortunate to live at the same time when our 
Lord Jesus Christ walked on the earth in His human body, have a new chance to o�er Him worship 
and love, clothing and food and drink and money, every time we see someone in need.  So many people 
in the Bible had the opportunity to eat a meal with Jesus -- and so do we, whenever we are willing to sit 
down and spend time with someone in need!   
 
Of course, when we see someone begging on the street, we don’t always think kind and compassionate 
thoughts. Some people will �nd themselves annoyed with too many requests for money, for food,  for 
help. But they are ‘the least of these’! If we can love them, we are loving Jesus… and yet, we don’t always 
feel loving. What do we do when our hearts just aren’t reaching back with compassion? 
 
St. Nikolai tells us: 
 

“Do not ever say: ‘These beggars annoy me!’ 
So many millions of men live on earth and all are beggars before the Lord; emperors as well as 
laborers, the wealthy as well as servants, all are beggars before the Lord and the Lord never said: 
‘These beggars annoy me!'” 
 

If we can remember that we are truly beggars before the Lord, that we have not earned any of our 
blessings but that we ask endlessly for more, then perhaps we can �nd some patience and love for the 
beggars who surround us. After all, we are all beggars! 
 
St. Nikolai had so many wonderful ways to help us understand the ways of the Lord!  He was so 



well-loved that another famous Saint, St. John Maximovitch, called him "a great saint and Chrysostom 
of our day”. He was a great scholar and thinker, and the Serbian Orthodox Bishop of Zicha.  Though 
he was a Serbian bishop, he spent a lot of time in America. In fact, his �nal years were all spent in 
America, and he died here and was buried here for a long time.  Today, his body is back in Serbia, but 
he is well-loved in both countries! 

 
You will probably not be surprised to hear that St. Nikolai was wonderful at almsgiving!  In his own 
village of Lelich, he built a beautiful church,  and just like the holy Apostles, he kept nothing. Much 
wealth came into his hands, only to pass right through them; he handed it o�  to where there was 
trouble or tears or orphans needing love and support. He kept nothing for himself, like the widow with 
two mites. 

Pray for us, St. Nikolai! 

 

QUESTIONS 

If people are icons of Christ, what does it mean when we are helping a person in need? 

Just as our veneration passes from the icon to the original, our assistance and love pass from the person to 
Jesus! 

 

How does this re�ect the mystery of Holy Communion? 

Just as Jesus is mysteriously present in the bread and wine, He is mysteriously present in other human 
beings. 

 

What is a helpful thought when we are annoyed by people always asking for money or time from us? 

We are also beggars before the Lord!  We cannot really deserve anything, so everything we have is a gift 
from God, and we are always begging Him for more blessings. 

 

For Discussion:   If human beings are icons of Christ, then everything we offer them we offer to Christ -- 
whether that is food or drink, love or comfort. Does that mean that bad things we do to other people are 
also being done to Christ? How does that thought make you think about your own behavior? 
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FIFTH FRIDAY 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! 

This week we have been considering St. John Climacus and  The Ladder  and exploring the Lenten 
theme of Almsgiving. Today, we’re considering an important lesson Jesus teaches us about giving alms 
as a part of our very salvation. In the gospel of St. Luke, chapter 16, we read: 
 

“There was a certain rich man who was clothed in purple and �ne linen and 
fared sumptuously every day. But there was a certain beggar named Lazarus, 
full of sores, who was laid at his gate, desiring to be fed with the crumbs 
which fell from the rich man's table. Moreover the dogs came and licked his 
sores. So it was that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels to 
Abraham's bosom. The rich man also died and was buried. 

And being in torments in Hades, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham afar 
o�, and Lazarus in his bosom. “Then he cried and said, ‘Father Abraham, 
have mercy on me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his �nger in 
water and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this �ame.’ 

But Abraham said, ‘Son, remember that in your lifetime you received your 
good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things; but now he is comforted and 
you are tormented. And besides all this, between us and you there is a great 
gulf �xed, so that those who want to pass from here to you cannot, nor can 
those from there pass to us.’ “Then he said, ‘I beg you therefore, father, that 
you would send him to my father's house, for I have �ve brothers, that he may 
testify to them, lest they also come to this place of torment.’ Abraham said to 
him, ‘They have Moses and the prophets; let them hear them.’ And he said, 
‘No, father Abraham; but if one goes to them from the dead, they will 
repent.’ But he said to him, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the prophets, 
neither will they be persuaded though one rise from the dead.’”  (Luke 16: 
19-31) 

 



The Church Fathers tell us that God put the beggar Lazarus on the rich man’s doorstep for a reason: 
He was giving this hard-hearted rich man an opportunity to show love. Every day, this poor man 
named Lazarus lay in his way as he walked out his door -- every day, the rich man stepped right over 
him and kept walking. God was giving him chance after chance to show love to an unfortunate soul, 
and he refused every time. 
 
St. John Chrysostom said, “The rich exist for the sake of the poor. The poor exist for the salvation of 
the rich.” What could he mean by that? God sends riches to some people for the sake of the poor -- that 
is, God gives them more than they need, so that they will have enough to share with the poor!  At the 
same time, the poor exist for the salvation of the rich -- by being icons of Christ in need, they give the 
rich an opportunity to choose the love of God over material goods, to share their abundance and love 
their neighbors. Almsgiving is good because it feeds the poor, but it is also good for the soul of the rich 
person.  
 
There are plenty of examples of rich people in the Scriptures who go to heaven. We recall Righteous 
Joseph in Egypt, who had great riches and power at his disposal. Similarly, Joseph of Arimathea was 
righteous, and he gave his own tomb to Jesus Christ. The Pharisee Nicodemus was wealthy enough to 
buy many bottles of expensive oil to anoint Christ’s body. Each of these very rich men were righteous. 
They loved God and were happy to share their wealth with those in need and with God. Their riches 
were not a problem, but were the way that they showed love and generosity to God and to the people 
God sent into their lives. 
 
It is not impossible for a rich person to be saved -- with God, anything is possible!  But it is important 
that those who have been blessed with riches should be generous. God wanted the rich man in this 
parable to be saved, and He sent Lazarus to help. We must keep our eyes open for the people God 
places in our path! We must o�er them love, whether that is a meal or money or just some company 
and a smile. 
 
St. Isaac the Syrian said, “If you give something to one in need, let the cheerfulness of your face precede 
your gift, and comfort his sorrow with kind words. When you do this, by your gift the gladness of his 
mind surpasses even the needs of his body” -- St. Isaac the Syrian,  Ascetical Homilies of St. Isaac the 
Syrian 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
There was a rich man who feasted sumptuously every day. Did he share his riches? 
 



No. A man named Lazarus lay on his doorstep every day, but the man just stepped over him. 
 
 
When the two men die, which one is with Abraham in the good part of Hades, and which one is 
su�ering there? 
 
Lazarus is with Abraham, and the rich man is in flames. 
 
 
Why did God put Lazarus on that doorstep every day? 
 
God was trying to save the rich man by offering him a perfect opportunity to show love. 
 
 
For Discussion:   At the end of the parable, the rich man wants to send Lazarus to warn his brothers that 
they must not be hard-hearted or they will end up like he has. Abraham points out that they already have 
Moses and the prophets, but apparently they (like the rich man) refuse to listen to their message. Abraham 
says to the rich man, ‘If they do not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be persuaded though one 
rise from the dead.’ We know that another Lazarus will rise from the dead, and then Christ will rise 
from the dead! Will everyone listen to His message then? Will they begin to obey, or will some people still 
be greedy and cold and have no love for others? 



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

FIFTH SATURDAY 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! 
 
This week we have been considering St. John Climacus and his Ladder and exploring the Lenten theme 
of Almsgiving.  Today, we’re thinking about ways that you might give alms, that don’t involve money. 
 
In the book of the Acts of the Apostles, which is the story of what the apostles did after Christ’s death 
and resurrection, we read about a man who was asking for alms: 
 

Now Peter and John went up together to the temple at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour. And 
a certain man lame from his mother's womb was carried, whom they laid daily at the gate of the 
temple which is called Beautiful, to ask alms from those who entered the temple; who, seeing 
Peter and John about to go into the temple, asked for alms. 
 
And �xing his eyes on him, with John, Peter said, “Look at us.” So he gave them his attention, 
expecting to receive something from them. 
 
Then Peter said, “Silver and gold I do not have, but what I do have I give you: In the name of 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise up and walk.” And he took him by the right hand and lifted him 
up, and immediately his feet and ankle bones received strength. So he, leaping up, stood and 
walked and entered the temple with them—walking, leaping, and praising God.  (Acts 3: 1-8) 

 
Everyday, people helped this man who could not walk by setting him on the door of the temple so that 
he could ask for alms. When he saw Peter and John, he asked them for money but the Apostles didn’t 
carry money. They owned very little, and traveled around with the clothes on their back. They had no 
silver and gold to o�er him, but they did have a much more important and profound gift to give this 
man: they o�ered him healing in the name of Jesus Christ. 
 
The paralytic man asked for money, but money wasn’t really what he needed. Sure, he needed to �nd 
his next meal, but truly, he needed the healing power of Jesus Christ -- both physically and spiritually.  
 
This is true for all of us. We may ask one another for money or food, and we do need those things, but 
all human beings have a need for healing, and whether we know it or not, we need the love of Jesus 
Christ to be made whole. You and I may not be able to call down a miraculous healing, but we can 
share love with other human beings, and to show them a glimpse of Jesus Christ in ourselves. 
 



There are many healing saints, who could heal people miraculously and also through medical 
interventions. There are many doctor saints, and many of them are called “unmercenary healers” which 
means that they would treat patients without charging money. This was their service to God, through 
the people He put on their path! 
 
One such saint is St. Luke the Surgeon, who was born in 1877.  His father was Catholic and his mother 
was Orthodox, and they baptized him with the name “Valentine.” His parents raised their children to 
love and serve God by serving others. Although they were not rich, his mother often took food to 
prisoners and his father (a pharmacist) would prepare medicine for the sick. Being raised in an 
environment like this had a powerful e�ect on Valentine. 
 
Valentine was a talented artist and considered becoming a painter, but decided instead to study 
medicine so that he could help more poor people. When he realized how many poor people were 
struggling with blindness, he began studying ophthalmology in Kiev, and caring for patients in his 
family’s home. He would not accept any pay from his patients, and while he was in school he studied 
both the sciences and the scriptures. 
 
When war began between Russia and Japan, Valentine traveled by train for a month to the city of 
Chita, so that he could help care for the wounded. It was there that he met his future wife, Anna, who 
was working as a nurse. The two of them married, and God granted them three sons and a daughter. 
After the war, he worked in di�erent villages and towns, trying to help as many people as he could. 
During this time, he began writing a book about the new treatments he was discovering. 
 
When Valentine was 40, the Bolshevik Revolution began. Life became di�cult for Christians in that 
part of the world. Valentine and his family moved to Tashkent, where he became the surgeon in one of 
the biggest hospitals in the country. It was a dangerous time for everyone: even the hospital itself had 
bullet holes, and Valentine often risked his life while he was working to save the lives of others. During 
this time in Tashkent, Anna became ill with tuberculosis, and passed away. Their children were aged 6 
to 12. Valentine prayed that God would provide for the children’s needs, and help him to raise them. 
God answered by sending a nurse named So�a, who loved Valentine’s children so much that she 
became a second mother to them (even raising them and sending them to school in later years, when 
Valentine was unable to care for them). 
 
Valentine’s deep faith lead him to always keep an icon of the Theotokos in his surgery room. He prayed 
before every operation, marking the patient with an iodine cross at the location where the operation 
was to be done. At one point, when the Soviets took control of Tashkent, they removed the icon -- but 
Valentine refused to do surgery without it. Soon one of the military leaders’ wife was in serious 
condition and needed an operation. They requested that Valentine do it, because he was known to be 
the best surgeon in Russia. He refused to operate on the woman without the icon on the wall, and 
before long, the icon was put back in its place on the wall of the surgery room. Valentine saved the 
woman’s life, with the help of the Theotokos. 
 
Although it was a dangerous time to be related in any way to the Church, Valentine became a priest in 
1921. He continued to work as a doctor, while also directing a hospital and teaching anatomy, all while 
dressed as an Orthodox priest, which irritated the authorities in Tashkent. In 1923, Fr. Valentine was 



secretly ordained a bishop, and was given the name of Luke. Within a month, he was exiled for his role 
in the Church.  
 
Over the next 11 years, Bishop Luke was banished many times, often to Siberia and other di�cult 
places to live, because of his faith. No matter where he was sent, the people were glad to see him. He 
would serve them as a bishop in whatever spaces they could manage to meet: whether on a riverbank or 
in a small cottage, he would lead services and encourage people to follow God. He also would help as a 
doctor whenever possible, healing people’s bodies as well as their souls. One of the most di�cult things 
for Bishop Luke was being so far from his children during this time. They wrote letters to each other, 
and Bishop Luke prayed for them intensely. God healed the children when they were ill, even though 
their doctor father was not around, simply through Bishop Luke’s prayers. In the years after these 
initial exiles, God brought other children into Bishop Luke’s life, as well, for whom he cared as though 
they were his own. All the young people under his care greatly bene�ted from their interaction with 
the bishop, and (among other things) he taught them, “The most important thing in life is to always do 
good. Even if you cannot do much to help others, strive to do whatever small benefaction you can do.”  
 
This teaching was evident time and again in Bishop Luke’s later years. Whether he was a prisoner 
giving away his coat to another prisoner, or as an old man working day and night, or serving the liturgy 
at a church an hour and a half’s walk over slippery roads away, he did everything that he could to help 
others. Even at the age of 70, when he was transferred to Simferopol in Crimea, he still wanted to serve 
others. There was only one church left in all of Crimea when (by then) Archbishop Luke arrived. 
There was much famine and poverty, as well. Despite these immense obstacles, Archbishop Luke 
helped the people by increasing the number of churches to more than 60. 
 
At age 74, Archbishop Luke went completely blind. However, he was able to continue serving. God’s 
guidance, as well as his years of precision as a surgeon, made him able to be so precise in his service that 
others who didn’t know he was blind could not tell that he was. Despite this new challenge of 
blindness, Archbishop Luke continued to serve sick people by praying for them. (For example, a young 
girl named Galina, who had a brain tumor, was healed by his prayers. She later went on to become a 
doctor to help others.) 
 
After he became blind, Archbishop Luke’s granddaughter Vera came to help him. She would cook a 
big pot of food every day in their apartment. The poor, children, and elderly would come to the 
apartment, looking for the food. Although he ate only once a day, Archbishop Luke would ask each 
evening if there had been enough for the others who had come for the other meals. He would not allow 
Vera to purchase new clothes for him. Instead, he always asked her to mend his old ones because “there 
are many poor people around.” His concern was never for himself, but for others, to the day that he fell 
asleep in the Lord on June 11, 1961, at 84 years old. 
 
There are many ways to serve the poor, whether it is providing money or food or shelter, or most 
profoundly, by o�ering them the healing power of Jesus Christ.  
 
Pray for us, St. Luke! 
 
QUESTIONS 



 
The apostles refused to give a paralytic beggar money when he asked for it. Why? 
 
They did not have any money, but they gave him what they had: the healing of Jesus Christ. 
 
 
Why did Valentine decide not to become an artist? 
 
He really wanted to help poor people, so he became a doctor for the peasants of Russia. 
 
 
Valentine (or St. Luke) was frequently exiled by the Soviet government and banished to desolate places 
like the far reaches of Siberia. Why? 
 
Because he was a Christian who would not hide his faith or give it up. 
 
 
For Discussion:   St. Luke became a great surgeon so that he could serve the poor with his abilities. At the 
same time, he was an Orthodox bishop. Do you think that it would be hard to know if he saved you with 
his medical skills, or with his prayers? Does God do miracles through doctors?  


