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

SUNDAY OF MARY OF EGYPT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
Today is the Sunday of Mary of Egypt, so today we will talk about her life. She will help us see how 
good it is to fast! We will talk more about fasting later this week. 
 
St. Mary of Egypt did not always love God. But she chose to serve and follow Him, and she is a saint 
because she repented and completely changed her life to follow God! St. Mary’s story is so important 
that we will spend two days learning about her.  
 
Many years ago, there was a monk named Zosimas. He started living in a monastery when he was just a 
boy! By the time he was 53, he was very holy, but he still wanted to learn more about God. So he prayed 
that God would show him a good teacher. An angel appeared to Abba Zosimas and told him to travel 
to the Jordan River, to a monastery there. 
 
Abba Zosimas obeyed the angel right away. He met so many elders at that monastery. They sang and 
prayed all of the time. These holy men had an interesting Lenten tradition: on the �rst Sunday of Great 
Lent, after Liturgy and Forgiveness Vespers, they went out of their monastery into the wilderness!  
 
Each monk took the food that he needed and went into the desert. If that food ran out, the monks ate 
plants that they could �nd. They did not spend time together, but went o� alone so no one could see 
how they fasted or spent their time. They planned to meet back at the monastery on Palm Sunday. 
 
Abba Zosimas went way out into the desert. He was hoping to �nd a teacher out there. After about 20 
days of walking, singing, and praying, he saw what looked like a person! Abba Zosimas was happy that 
someone was there! He signed himself with the Sign of the Cross, to make sure it was not a demon.  
 
But the person tried to run away from him. Abba Zosimas asked, “Why are you running away? I’m just 
a sinful old man! Please wait for me!” 
 
The stranger said, “I’m a woman, Abba Zosimas, and I need to borrow your cloak so I can cover myself 
and ask for your blessing!”  
 
Abba Zosimas knew right away that she was a holy woman. She knew his name, and he had not told it 
to her! He threw his cloak to her, and then they talked  and prayed together for a while. She knew all 
about him: that he was a priest and monk, and that he wanted to keep learning about God.  
 



Abba Zosimas noticed that when the woman prayed, she would speak so softly to God that he could 
not hear what she said! But he did notice that she would �oat about a foot o� the ground when she was 
praying. When he saw this, Abba Zosimas did a prostration and prayed, “Lord, have mercy!” 
 
Abba Zosimas asked the woman about her life. She said she was embarrassed to tell him about her life 
because of her many sins, and that her story might make him want to run away! But she knew that he 
was a priest, and she wanted to confess everything to him. She asked him to promise to always pray for 
her because she was a sinner. 
 
Then she told him that she was born in Egypt but left her parents when she was 12 and moved to 
Alexandria. For many years, she lived a sinful life in Alexandria. She did many wrong things because she 
thought they were fun. She had many boyfriends and acted like she was married to them, but did not 
marry any of them. One summer, when some people were going across the sea to Jerusalem for the 
Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, she decided to go along because it sounded like a big party, 
and she thought maybe she could �nd some more boyfriends. She did not know that her whole life was 
going to change on that trip! 
 
She told Abba Zosimas, “On the morning of the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross, I went out 
looking for a new boyfriend. I saw that many people were going into the Church, so I went along. I 
tried to go inside, but I could not. I could get to the door, but I could not step through it. It was like 
there was a force holding me back. I tried many times, until I was tired, but I could not step inside the 
door of the church. So I stepped aside and stood there.  
 
“While I was standing there, I realized that my sins were keeping me from entering the Church. God 
helped me to see this, by His grace. I began to cry. When I saw an icon of the Theotokos, I asked her to 
pray for me and help me to go into the Church so I could see the cross where Christ had died for 
sinners, including me. I promised her that after I saw the cross, I would leave the world and go 
wherever she led me, and change my life. 
 
“After I prayed, I could feel the Theotokos’ care for me, so I went to try to enter the Church again. This 
time, I went right inside! I shook when I was inside this holy place. But I could see that God listens to 
us when we repent. I kissed the ground.  
 
“Then I went back to the icon of the Theotokos to thank her for helping me. I asked her to show me 
where to go next. I heard a voice say, ‘If you cross the Jordan, you will �nd wonderful rest.’ 
 
“I knew that voice was talking to me. I asked the Theotokos to be with me, and started out right away 
to obey her. A man gave me three coins when I left the Church. I used the coins to buy bread, and 
asked the bread seller how to get to the Jordan.” 

 
The woman found the Jordan River, crossed over it, and stayed in the desert. For forty-seven years, she 
did not see another person. She �nished her bread and ate whatever she could �nd in the desert. She 
told Abba Zosimas that the �rst seventeen years were so hard. She was hungry and thirsty, and the 
songs she sang when she was living a sinful life were stuck in her head, tempting her to go back and live 
like that again.  



 
But she would struggle and �ght those thoughts. Sometimes she would lie on the ground, crying, until 
God sent her a blessed Light that would cover her and give her peace. Finally, after seventeen years of 
struggling, she lived peacefully with the Theotokos’ help. 
 
Tomorrow we will talk more about St. Mary and St. Zosimas. We love St. Mary of Egypt because of her 
example. She had loved to sin, but when she decided to follow and obey God instead, He helped her to 
get rid of her sinful passions! God got her attention by keeping her out of the Church until she realized 
that she was sinning, and wanted to change.  
 
God does this for us, too. He does not  make  us follow Him. But He loves us so much that He will 
always give us chance after chance to choose to follow Him! 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
 
What interesting Lenten tradition did the monks at the Jordan monastery follow? 
 
On the first Sunday of Great Lent, after Liturgy and Forgiveness Vespers, they went out of the monastery 
into the wilderness! 
 
 
How did Abba Zosimas know that Mary was very holy? 
 
She knew his name without him telling her, and when she prayed she rose up off the ground! 
 
 
What made Mary realize that she should repent and change her life? 
 
She could not go into the Church with the other people, so she stepped aside. While she was standing there, 
God helped her to see that her sins were keeping her from entering the Church. 
 
 
For Discussion:  Why do you think that the Church has us thinking about St. Mary of Egypt near the end 
of Great Lent? We have been fasting and praying and giving alms, so maybe now our hearts are soft 
enough for God to show us our own sins, like St. Mary saw hers. But we can not do it alone. Neither did 
she! Who helped St. Mary? Who can also help us?  
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SIXTH 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! 
 
Yesterday we celebrated the Sunday of St. Mary of Egypt, and we talked about part of her life. Today we 
will learn more about her! 
 
We talked about how Abba Zosimas, a very holy monk, was looking for someone to teach him more 
about God. He was led to the Jordan Monastery, and spent Lent in the wilderness just like the other 
monks. He met a holy woman in the desert. She knew his name and �oated when she prayed. She told 
him about her life. Before she came to the desert, she had loved sin and lived a very sinful life. At the 
Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross, she realized that she was sinning, and the Theotokos helped her to 
change. She struggled for seventeen years in the desert, fasting and praying, and �nally she was able to 
live in peace.  
 
While the woman spoke to Abba Zosimas, she talked about verses from the Scriptures. Abba Zosimas 
asked her when she had read the Psalms and the other Scriptures she talked about. The woman told 
him that she had not seen another human since she went into the desert forty-seven years before. She 
said, “Maybe it is the Word of God teaching me!” 
 
So Abba Zosimas knew that the holy woman had not been alone in the desert: the Theotokos had been 
right there to help her, and the Word of God (the Lord Jesus, or the Holy Spirit) was teaching her!  
 
The woman sent Abba Zosimas away to the monastery with these directions: he was not supposed to 
tell anyone about her until she died. She told him not to cross the Jordan for Lent the next year. 
Actually, she said, “Even if you try to leave the monastery, you won’t be able to.” But then, on Holy 
Thursday, he was supposed to bring Holy Communion to her, and wait by the river. Then she asked 
him to pray for her, and disappeared into the desert. 
 
Abba Zosimas kept his promise and did not tell anyone about the holy woman. When it was time for 
the monks to leave the monastery on the �rst day of Great Lent, he was sick and could not leave! He 
remembered what the woman had told him about not being able to leave. He waited until Holy Week, 
and did as she had told him to do. 
 
On Holy Thursday, he put a little of the Body and Blood of Christ into a chalice, and some food in a 
small basket. He went to the place where the holy woman had told him to wait, and he prayed that God 
would let him see her again. 



After a while, he could see her on the other side of the river. He wondered how she would come to him 
without a boat! She just made the Sign of the Cross over the water and walked right across the Jordan 
River! He was so amazed at her holiness, and started to do a prostration. She said, “What are you 
doing? You’re a priest! You’re carrying the Body and Blood of Christ! Bless me, Father!” 
 
The woman asked Abba Zosimas to say the Creed and to pray the “Our Father.” After that, she took 
communion, and said, “Lord, now let Your servant depart in peace, for my eyes have seen Your 
salvation.” 
 
She asked him to go back to the monastery, and come next year to that place where they �rst met, the 
faraway spot, twenty-one days’ walk into the desert. Abba Zosimas went back to the monastery, 
wishing that he had asked the woman what her name was. 
 
The next year, Abba Zosimas went into the desert. When he got to the place where he had �rst seen the 
woman, he found her! She was dead, facing the east. He washed her feet with his tears, and said the 
funeral prayers. He saw some writing on the ground. It said, “Abba Zosimas, bury the body of the 
humble Mary right here. Pray for me. I departed this life on April 1, after receiving Holy 
Communion.” 
 
Abba Zosimas was happy to �nally know Mary’s name! He �gured out that right after she had seen 
him on Holy Thursday, Mary had been transported to this place where she passed away the very next 
day. (Remember, it took him twenty-one days to walk there!) He praised God for making her so holy.  
 
Then he wondered how to bury her. He found a scrap of wood and tried to dig a hole with it, but the 
ground was too hard. When he took a break, Abba Zosimas looked up and saw a lion! It was licking 
Mary’s feet! Abba Zosimas was afraid! Then he made the Sign of the Cross, and the lion came gently 
towards him, showing that it was friendly. He told the lion to dig the grave for Mary’s body, and it did 
just that! Abba Zosimas buried Mary, and then each of them went back where they had come from.  
 
When Abba Zosimas got back to the monastery, he told the other monks what had happened. They 
were all amazed when they heard about all of the miracles of God! From that time on, they always 
remembered St. Mary on the day of her repose.  
 
St. Zosimas lived a very holy life ever since he was a child. St. Mary lived a sinful life when she was 
young, but she repented and then God made her holy. This means there is hope for all of us! God can 
make all of us holy, if we repent and ask Him to help us in our struggles! 
 
Every year during Great Lent, we fast. It might not be a desert fast like St. Mary’s, but all fasting can be 
hard to do! We can’t do it by ourselves. God will help us if we ask Him to! 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
When Mary spoke, she she talked about verses from the Scriptures. Abba Zosimas asked her when she 
had learned the Scriptures she talked about. How did she learn them? 



 
She said that maybe the Word of God taught her, out there in the desert! 
 
 
What did Mary want Abba Zosimas to bring from the monastery? 
 
She asked him to bring her Holy Communion on Great and Holy Thursday. 
 
 
Abba Zosimas could not dig the hole to bury Mary. Who dug it for him? 
 
A lion came and obediently dug the hole! 
 
 
For Discussion:   Many great saints have a special relationship with animals.  Animals are God’s creation 
and they obey Him, so it can show someone’s holiness when animals are gentle and obedient around them. 
In St. Mary of Egypt’s story, the lion comes to help bury her. This shows St. Mary’s holiness. Why do you 
think God let St. Zosimas see the lion coming to bury St. Mary?  Why was it important for St. Zosimas to 
know that Mary was so holy? How can knowing about this help us? 
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SIXTH TUESDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on a journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
We started this week by hearing about St. Mary of Egypt. She fasted for 47 years in the desert! She 
inspires us to keep learning about the Lenten theme of Fasting. 
 
St. John Chrysostom said that fasting is wonderful. It steps on our sins as if they are weeds, and at the 
same time, fasting helps us to grow truth, like a �ower! When we look at St. Mary’s life, we see that this 
is true! She loved to sin, but when she repented and fasted for all of those years in the desert, her fasting 
trampled down her sin and grew holiness in her life like a �ower!  
 
Fasting is how we tend the garden of our hearts. When we fast, we tear out the sins that are like weeds 
and instead bloom beautiful holiness. 
 
Sometimes people say, “What comes out of your mouth is more important than what goes in!” 
 
When we talk about fasting, we usually think of food that we put in our mouth. When we’re fasting, if 
we are able, we usually don’t eat meat or dairy foods. But just changing what we eat does not make us 
holy! If we are doing a careful job with our eating but we still yell at others or call them names, we are 
not becoming holier! What comes out of our mouth  IS  more important than what goes in! 
 
Fasting must not just be changing what we eat. We also need to change what we do and how we do it. 
So, when we fast, we do change our food, but we also pray and go to church more, and we study God’s 
word more. We also do some things less. We try to argue less, be less angry, and be less greedy. 
 
St. John Chrysostom said more things about fasting, too. He said that fasting should change every part 
of our life! He said, “Are you fasting? Show me with the things you do. If you see a poor person, help 
them. If you see your enemy, make up with them. If you see someone doing well, don’t be jealous! So, 
don’t just let your mouth fast from food. Your hands, legs, eyes, and well, your  whole body  should fast, 
too! Your hands should fast by not stealing, or being greedy. Your legs can fast by not taking you to 
places where you might sin. Your eyes can fast by not focusing on others who are beautiful. Since 
you’re not putting meat into your body, you also should not be putting bad things in your mind by 



watching them. Your ears can fast by not listening to others speaking meanly about people. Your 
mouth can also fast from saying bad and mean words. What good is it if we don’t eat meat but we say 
mean things about our brothers? Talking meanly to or about someone is like taking a bite of them!” 

 
That’s quite a picture: if we are shouting mean words or saying unkind things, it’s just like going 
around biting people! And we’re supposed to be fasting! St. John is reminding us that what we’re really 
trying to do when we fast is to become more like God. That will only happen if we are loving others 
and obeying Him. If we’re not trying to live a better Christian life, we’re not really fasting. 
 
The food part of fasting is important, though. Remember how Adam and Eve were fasting in the 
Garden? God told them not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. That was a fast! 
But they broke their fasting rule, and sin and death came into our world. When we control our 
appetites (for food  and  for sin), we make a step back toward Paradise!  
 
Fasting from food is a tool that helps us grow closer to God. When we fast from heavy foods like meat 
and dairy, we can be more awake to pray. When we have big meals, we can feel tired and lazy. But with 
smaller meals, we are more alert and we can know that God is with us! So we fast to help ourselves get 
better at praying and knowing God is with us! 
 
During fasts, we want to do more praying, doing good deeds, and showing love. We also want to do less 
eating, less arguing, less being angry, and less meanness. St. Mary of Egypt is our example because she 
ate less and prayed more, and she became more holy. God will help us to do that, too, if we ask Him to 
help us, and we do our best.  
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
We fast during Great Lent. We usually think about fasting as just being about food. What does St. John 
Chrysostom say we should do more of during Lent?  
 
He says, “If you see a poor person, help them. If you see your enemy, make up with them. If you see someone 
doing well, don’t be jealous!” 
 
 
What should we do less of during Great Lent? 
 
He says, “Your hands should fast by not stealing, or being greedy. Your legs can fast by not taking you to 
places where you might sin. Your eyes can fast by not focusing on others who are beautiful. Since you’re not 



putting meat into your body, you also should not be putting bad things in your mind by watching them. 
Your ears can fast by not listening to others speaking meanly about people. Our mouth can also fast from 
saying bad and mean words.” 
 
 
Why is St. Mary of Egypt a good example of fasting? 
 
Because she ate less and prayed more, and she became more holy. 
 
 
For Discussion:   Do you notice any difference in your prayer life when you are fasting? Think about it 
now, and again after Pascha.  
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SIXTH WEDNESDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

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



 

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



 

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



 

 
If God were really at work with him in his fasting, then he would grow more humble and obedient, but 
they were checking just in case God was not involved and he had grown prideful and disobedient. (He 
passed the test.) 
 
 
For Discussion:   St. Simeon inspired many future monks to become stylites, living on pillars in an extreme 
effort at fasting. Living on a pillar is not for everyone, but is there a way that this can inspire us during 
Great Lent?  Are there ways that we might put aside our comforts and, say, get up off the soft couch more 
often and stand before our icons in prayer? Could they inspire us to focus better during the Holy Week that 
is coming so soon?  
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SIXTH 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! 
 
We began this week with St. Mary of Egypt, so we are learning  about fasting. Did you ever wonder why 
we fast for forty days? We fast for forty days before Christ’s Nativity, and forty days again during Lent 
(plus Holy Week). But why are these important fasts forty days long? 
 
There are so many “forty days and nights” in the Bible. For example, how long did it rain when Noah 
was in the ark? It rained for forty days and forty nights! But there is story in the Bible that helps us to 
know that a forty days is a good amount of time for a fast. 
 
When Jesus was ready to begin teaching and preaching and doing miracles, the �rst thing He did was 
to go to where John the Baptist was, at the Jordan River, to be baptized. We begin our spiritual life 
with baptism, and so did He! 
 
But do you know what He did next? St. Luke’s Gospel tells us that the Holy Spirit led Jesus into the 
wilderness right after he was baptized. He stayed out there and fasted for forty days!  Jesus is our great 
example. We want to be more like Christ, so we follow His example and we also fast for forty days! 
Since He fasted to prepare for His work on earth, we fast to prepare ourselves for great feasts like the 
Nativity and Pascha. 
 
We have talked about many people who have fasted. St. Mary of Egypt, St. Simeon the Stylite, and St. 
John Climacus all fasted. They were tempted to sin along the way, but they asked God to help them be 
more holy instead of sinning. And God helped them.  
 
Just like those saints were tempted, and just like we are tempted when fasting, Jesus was also tempted 
while He was fasting! St. John Chrysostom talked about this. He said, “When Jesus had fasted for forty 
days and nights and was hungry, he allowed the devil to tempt Him. He did this so that we can learn 
from Him how to overcome the temptations of the devil. Wrestling teachers do the same thing: 
teaching a move by doing it themselves in front of their students.  When the devil tried to tempt Jesus, 
all three times Jesus threw His enemy to the ground!” 
 



So Jesus showed us how to defeat our enemy by showing us, Himself, when He was tempted in the 
wilderness. He fasted and was ready when the temptations came. Every temptation He answered with 
scripture! 
 
When the devil told Him to turn stones into bread, he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by 
bread alone, but by every word of God.” 
 
When the devil took Him on a mountain and showed Him all the kingdoms of the world and told 
Him that he’d give all of it to Jesus if Jesus would just worship him, Jesus answered,  “Get behind Me, 
Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and Him only you shall serve.’” 
 
Then the devil brought Jesus to Jerusalem and put Him on the top of the temple and he said some 
scriptures, too! He said, “It is written: ‘He shall give His angels charge over you, To keep you,’ and, ‘In 
their hands they shall bear you up, Lest you dash your foot against a stone.’” Jesus answered with 
scriptures, one more time: “It has been said, ‘You shall not tempt the LORD your God.’” 
 
Finally the devil had tried all the temptations, so he left Jesus. Jesus went back to Galilee and began to 
teach. 
 
What temptations did the devil try? Well, the �rst one was about food! But Christ did not let His 
hunger control Him: instead, He was in control of His body. We should follow His example and 
control ours, too.  The next temptations were about power. Jesus did not want power. He just wanted 
to worship God and follow Him. We should do the same.  
 
Our Lord answered the devil with quotes from the Holy Scriptures, so we learn that we should study 
the Scriptures so we can be ready for when we are tempted! But the devil also quoted from the 
Scriptures! We can learn from this that the devil can try to use the Scriptures for bad purposes, so we 
must be careful and  follow the Church and the Fathers to be sure that we understand them correctly. 
 
So, since we have been baptized in Christ, we do not have to give in to temptations because we have the 
Holy Spirit to help us! Just like Christ went into the wilderness to fast, we also should fast. Fasting 
helps us to pray so that we can better struggle and win when we are tempted. Fasting prepared Christ 
for His ministry, and it prepares us for the challenges in our lives! 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
 
Why do we fast for forty days before the holy feasts of the Nativity of Christ and Holy Pascha? 



 
We fast or forty days because Jesus did the same, before beginning His public ministry.   
 
 
 
The devil tempted Jesus with what two things? 
 
He tempted Jesus with food and with power. 
 
 
How does Jesus answer each temptation? 
 
Jesus answers with quotes from Holy Scripture. 
 
 
 
For Discussion:   Jesus fasted for forty days in the desert. We are just about to finish forty days fasting 
during Great Lent. What temptations did you face? How did you handle them? 
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SIXTH 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! 
 
Today is the last day of Great Lent! Forty days ago it was Clean Monday! Even though Great Lent is 
�nished, we are still fasting because of all of the wonderful days that are coming! This weekend we get 
to celebrate Lazarus Saturday and Palm Sunday, and then it is Holy Week and Pascha! Hooray! 
 
This week we’ve been learning about St. Mary of Egypt and the Lenten theme of Fasting. Today we 
will learn what Jesus taught us about fasting. 
 
In the Bible, we read that Jesus said, “When you are fasting, don’t go around looking all sad. That’s 
what hypocrites do. Sometimes people who are fasting for the wrong reasons will go around looking 
sad and messy so that everyone else knows that they’re fasting. Don’t do that. When you fast, take care 
of yourself like you always do. You are not fasting to get other people’s attention, so they don’t even 
need to know! It can be a secret between you and God. He will bless you for it.” (Matthew 6:16-18) 
 
We are glad that Jesus told us how to fast! He does not want us to show o� when we fast. We should 
not be hypocrites, people who pretend to be really holy but act sel�shly. Those people do not really 
want to get closer to God. They just want to get attention. That is not what fasting is about! When we 
fast, we are trying to get closer to God, not get other people’s attention. So we should not make a big 
deal about fasting. If we focus on God instead of on what others think of us, He will bless us! 
 
It is good for us to think about this right before Holy Week, isn’t it? Maybe we will be tempted to want 
to show o� a little during Holy Week. We might want others to know how hard Orthodoxy is, so we 
could complain about it so they will think we are amazing for doing it. But this year, let’s do what Jesus 
said we should do, instead. Let’s put a smile on our faces as we come to Holy Week. Let’s talk about 
how joyful this week is! We will focus on God as we attend the services, and He will bless us as we get to 
Pascha! 
 
Not showing o� is not just about fasting. It is about our whole Christian life! Jesus says in Matthew 
chapter 6 that when we give alms we should not do it in a way that makes others notice, but secretly so 
that only God sees. When we pray, He says we should not pray loudly so others hear us, but quietly so 
God hears. And now He says we should not fast in a way that makes others notice, but secretly so that 
we can be rewarded in heaven by God.  
 
What do you think Jesus means by “rewarded in heaven by God?” 
 



What kinds of rewards do people get on earth? Sometimes they get prizes, money, or power! Other 
times the reward we get is other people’s attention. We want others to see us and like us. Jesus said 
again and again that if we are trying to get a reward on earth, that’s it: that’s all we will get! So, if we 
want attention, we might get that. If we want others to like us, we might be able to get them to. But 
with these earthly rewards, we won’t get a reward in heaven. We don’t know what these heavenly 
rewards are, but we do know that we can trust God to give us good rewards in heaven that will be way 
better than any earthly reward! 
 
Jesus said we should not save up treasures on earth. Things from here can wear out, or people can steal 
them. He says that we should save up treasures in heaven. He says “Where your treasure is, there your 
heart will be, also!” (Matthew 6: 19-21) 
 
This means that only heavenly rewards will last forever. The earthly rewards: money or stu� or people’s 
attention and respect - all of it can just disappear or go away. Also, Jesus tells us that our hearts follow 
our treasures, so if we have treasures here, we’ll love earthly stu� too much. If our treasures are in 
heaven, we’ll love heaven and being with God! 
 
May God help us all to try for heavenly rewards, especially as we begin Holy Week and Pascha! 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
How does Jesus say the hypocrites fast? 
 
He says that they go around looking all sad.  
 
 
How does Jesus say we should fast? 
 
We should anoint our heads and wash our faces, and look happy so that no one knows we are fasting! 
 
 
Why would it be better to have rewards in heaven than rewards on earth? 
 
Only heavenly rewards will last forever. The earthly rewards: money or stuff or people’s attention and 
respect - all of it can just disappear or go away. 
 
For Discussion:   Maybe this idea can help us understand “rewards in heaven:” Did you ever notice how 
much someone who knows a lot about music enjoys a concert more than someone who doesn’t? Another 
person who knows a lot about art, might enjoy going to a museum more than others. Maybe people who 
pray, fast and give alms, and who focus on getting closer to Christ will have the softest hearts, and those 
people will be the ones who enjoy heaven the most. What do you think? 
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SATURDAY OF LAZARUS 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on this journey 
which carried us through Great Lent and is now taking us to Holy Week, and then to Pascha! 
 
Yesterday was the last day of Great Lent. Today we are celebrating Christ’s biggest miracle (before His 
Resurrection)! Jesus knew that soon he would go to Jerusalem and su�er many hard things. Before He 
went there, though, He found out that His good friend Lazarus was very sick. 
 
Jesus loved Lazarus and his sisters, Mary and Martha. They were His friends! But He did not hurry to 
their home in the town of Bethany as soon as He heard that Lazarus was sick. He could have healed 
Lazarus from his sickness! But Jesus had a plan that the others did not know, a plan that would give 
glory to God, so He waited. After He found out that Lazarus had died, Jesus started the long walk to 
Bethany. 
 
Jesus and His disciples got to Bethany after Lazarus had already been buried for four days. (This is 
important, because someone who has been dead and buried for four days would really be dead! Their 
body would not work at all anymore, and would already be starting to smell dead.) 
 
As soon as Jesus got there, Martha ran out to meet him. She said, “Lord, if only You had been here! 
Lazarus would not have died! But I know that whatever You ask God to do, He will do!” She showed 
that she really believed that Jesus could have healed her brother Lazarus. 
 
Jesus answered, “Your brother will rise again!” 
 
Martha said, “I know he will, in the resurrection at the last day!”  
 
Then Jesus said, “I am the Resurrection and the Life. Whoever believes in Me, even though he might 
die, he will live. Whoever is still alive and believes in Me will never die. Do you believe this?” 
 
She said, “Yes, Jesus! I believe that You are the Christ, the Son of God!” 
 
Jesus saw his friends, Lazarus’ sisters, and their friends crying because Lazarus was dead. He felt sad, 
too, and the Bible tells us that Jesus wept!  



Jesus knew that Lazarus was not going to stay dead, but He still cried. He also knows that every time 
we bury someone who loves and follows Him, that person is going to have eternal life in Heaven, but 
He still cries with us. Death is a sad thing, and it makes Jesus sad, too! He does not want us to die: He 
wants us to live forever! Even though He has won over death, He still cries with us when we lose 
someone we love, because it is sad!  
 
All the people saw Jesus crying and they knew that He loved His friend Lazarus. They were right! Jesus 
did love Lazarus. He loves us so much that when we are sad, He is sad, too. And when we die, our 
death will also make Him sad.  
 
When they got to Lazarus’ tomb, Jesus asked them to open it up. Then Jesus looked up and said, 
“Father, thank You for hearing Me. I know You always hear Me, but I’m saying this so that the people 
who are here with me will believe that You sent Me.” Then he said, really loudly, “Lazarus, come out!”  
 
Lazarus had been dead for four days. He was really, truly dead. But when Jesus called him, Lazarus 
obeyed! He came out of the tomb! He was still all wrapped up in the cloths they had put around him 
to bury him, but he came out! Jesus told the people to unwrap Lazarus. 
 
Now, other people in the Bible had been brought back to life before, and it was an amazing miracle, 
each time! But this was the most amazing miracle: Lazarus had been dead for four whole days, and was 
already starting to smell because he was dead! But Jesus brought him back to life as if he had never even 
been sick! The people could see that Jesus had power over death that was di�erent from anyone else’s 
power! 
 
Did you ever think about why Jesus asked the people to unwrap Lazarus? Jesus does amazing miracles, 
but it seems like He likes to have people do some of the work. This time, He brought Lazarus back to 
life, but the people had to unwrap him. Jesus lets us do some of the work when He works miracles, so 
that we are not just standing and watching Him. We get to help Him do His work on earth! 
 
(This story is from John 11:1-44) 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS 
 
Did Jesus go to Lazarus’ house as soon as He learned that His friend was sick? 
 



No, Jesus had a plan that the others did not know, a plan that would give glory to God, so He waited. After 
He found out that Lazarus had died, Jesus started the long walk to Bethany. 
 
 
When Jesus saw the people crying, He cried too. Why would Jesus cry? 
 
Even though He has won over death, He still cries with us when we lose someone we love, because it is sad!  
 
 
What did Jesus do that showed people the glory of God? 
 
Jesus brought Lazarus back to life as if he had never even been sick! The people could see that Jesus had 
power over death that was different from anyone else’s power! 
 
 
 
 
For Discussion:  
Lazarus’ body was in the tomb when Jesus called him out. But where was his soul? In Hades, where all of 
the dead people were waiting -- Adam and Eve, Noah and his family, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac, Jacob 
and Joseph. Everyone who had ever lived and died was there. What do you think all of those people thought 
when they heard Jesus call Lazarus, and when Lazarus obeyed, left Hades, and went back to his earthly 
body and his family? 


