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

THE THIRD FRIDAY OF GREAT LENT 
 

Welcome to  Tending the Garden of our Hearts!   We are so glad that you’re joining us on our journey 
through Great Lent and Holy Week, all the way to Pascha! 
 
It’s the third Friday of Great Lent, and this week we’ve been considering prayer. Today, we’re thinking 
about how to keep going, how not to give up, praying.  
 
Sometimes God answers our prayers right away; we feel like He heard us and said “yes!” But there are 
times we pray and it just doesn’t feel like God is hearing us. We pray and pray about something and 
nothing happens. Maybe that silence is an answer. Maybe God’s answer is, “Wait a little while!” or 
maybe it’s just “No, that’s not for the best.”  
 
When this happens, we should stop and ask ourselves, why are we praying about this thing? Are we 
praying sel�shly? Are we really trusting God and praying that He will do His holy will? If we are 
praying sel�shly because we just want something to happen, we need to change our prayer. We should 
begin to pray that God will change our hearts so that we can accept His will, instead of continually 
praying for the thing that seems so important to us.  
 
Elder Barsanuphius of Optina once told a story that shows us one way to change our prayer. He told 
about a visit he had from one of the monks in his monastery. The monk said, “Abba, I am so 
discouraged. I don’t think I am changing for the better. I still feel weak and sinful, even though I keep 
praying and living as a monk.” The elder said, “If God just judges us based on what we do, He will not 
�nd anything good in us.” The monk asked, “Well, then, how can I ever have hope to be saved?” The 
elder answered, “There is always hope. Always say the Jesus Prayer, and then trust God’s will 
completely,” “But, what if my mind and my heart aren’t always paying attention when I pray the Jesus 
Prayer?” asked the monk. The Elder answered, “The Jesus Prayer is very strong! The powers of the 
enemy run from people who pray this prayer! Some pray it better than others, but everyone who prays 
it will �nd that God is saving them!” “I have been resurrected!” the monk exclaimed. “I won’t feel so 
discouraged anymore!” We should remember Elder Barsanuphius’ wise advice: “ Always say the Jesus 
Prayer , and leave everything to the will of God.”   
 
But what if we are trusting God completely,  and  praying that He does His holy will, and we still don’t 
sense any kind of answer? Sometimes, God may be using this to see if we will persevere or if we will quit 
in our prayer.  



 
There is a beautiful story in the holy gospels: one day Jesus and His disciples arrived in the region of 
Tyre and Sidon. A woman from Canaan was there and she began to cry out, “Have mercy on me, O 
Lord, Son of David! My daughter is possessed by a demon!” 
 
Jesus did not answer the woman. She kept on asking and asking Him for mercy and help. The disciples 
�nally came to Jesus and asked Him to please send this woman away because she kept bothering them. 
Jesus just answered, “I was sent to help the Jewish people.” He meant that because she was a Canaanite, 
not a Hebrew Jew, He was not sent to help her.  
 
The woman did not quit asking. Instead, she came very respectfully before Jesus Himself and said, 
“Lord, help me!” 
 
Jesus answered her in a parable-kind-of way. He said, “It’s not good to take the children’s bread and 
give it to the little dogs.” Jesus was not calling the woman a dog: He was just saying that He would not 
take the healing - which was life-giving, just like bread - away from God’s children - the Hebrews - and 
give it, instead, to a Canaanite.  
 
The woman was so sure that He could heal her daughter, and she was so hopeful that He would, that 
she answered back, also in a parable-kind-of-way. She said, “Yes, Lord, but the little dogs get to eat the 
crumbs that fall from their master’s table!” She was not calling herself a dog, either, she was just using 
Our Lord’s example to show Him that she had so much faith that He could heal her daughter, that 
even if He gave the daughter a crumb of His healing, she would be healed! 
 
Jesus then answered the woman and said, “You have great faith! May your daughter be healed, just as 
you have asked.” And the daughter was healed right then! 
 
The woman in this story did not quit praying. Her heart was in the right place: she knew that Jesus is 
God and she had faith that He had the power to heal her daughter. She was asking for her daughter, 
not for herself. St. John Chrysostom says that Jesus waited to heal her daughter to allow her to 
demonstrate her virtues for His disciples, who were annoyed by her. By continuing to ask she showed 
persistence and her great faith, and by accepting her place below the chosen people of God, she showed 
great humility. Jesus was not being unkind, but was intentionally allowing her goodness to be revealed. 
 
Another thing to think about with our prayers, is whether they are ‘fervent’, which means intense and 
passionate. St. Nikolai Velimirovich said, 
 

“Prayer consisting of words alone does not help if the heart does not participate in prayer. God 
hears only a fervent prayer. Abba Zoilus of Thebaid was once returning from Mt. Sinai and 



met a monk who complained to him, that they are su�ering much from drought in the 
monastery. Zoilus said to him: ‘Why don’t you pray and implore God?’ The monk replied: ‘We 
have prayed and have implored, but there is no rain.’ To this, Zoilus replied: ‘It is evident that 
you are not praying fervently. Do you want to be convinced that it is so?’ Having said this, the 
elder raised his hands to heaven and prayed. Abundant rain fell to the earth. Seeing this, the 
astonished monk fell to the ground and bowed before the elder, but the elder, fearing the glory 
of men, quickly �ed. The Lord Himself said: ‘Ask and it will be given you’ (St. Luke 11:9). In 
vain are mouths full of prayer if the heart is empty. God does not stand and listen to the mouth 
but to the heart. Let the heart be �lled with prayer even though the mouth might be silent. 
God will hear and will receive the prayer. For God only listens to a fervent prayer.”  

 
When we �nd ourself praying but getting no answer from God, let us stop and consider: �rst, let’s 
examine our hearts and see if we are praying sel�shly, or if we really trust God to do His holy will; let’s 
try to pray the Jesus prayer and trust Him to do what is best in the situation. Let’s be persistent and 
faithful, trusting that the Lord can accomplish what we need Him to do. Let’s ask ourselves if we really 
mean our prayers -- are we truly praying from the heart?  
 
And �nally, perhaps one of the best prayers for those times when prayer is di�cult comes directly from 
the Scriptures: a man who has come to Jesus for the healing of his son calls out to Him, “Lord, I 
believe! Help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24) He does have faith and he does believe -- but there is also some 
last part of him, some corner of his heart where “unbelief” lives, and that is true for all of us sometimes. 
So in those cases where it’s hard to want God’s will or to be patient and await an answer, and where the 
long wait sometimes makes us wonder if God is even listening, we can cry out with him: “Lord, I 
believe. Help my unbelief!” 
 
 
 

QUESTIONS 

What might God be saying if we do not get an answer to a prayer? 

“Wait a little, not yet!” or maybe “No, this is not what is best right now.”  
 

When the monk did not feel like his monastic life and prayers were helping him to be closer to God, 
what did Elder Barsanuphius tell him to do? 

The Elder told him to change his prayer. He said that the monk should pray the Jesus Prayer and trust 
that God will do His holy will,  and that he would be changed for the better. 



 

How did the woman from Canaan “pray?” 

She called out to Jesus, again and again. She said, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David! My 
daughter is possessed by a demon!” and “Lord, help me!”  

 

Did the Canaanite woman have faith that Jesus could heal her daughter? How do you know? 

She had great faith, which she showed when she kept asking and asking, and would not stop! Also, she 
told Him that “even a crumb” of His healing would be enough for her daughter.  

 

For Discussion:  The monk was living a life apart from the world so that he could pray and get closer to 
God, but he still did not feel like God was answering his prayers. The Canaanite woman did not know 
all the “proper” prayers to use to ask God for healing, and she was not one of God’s chosen people, so she 
would not have been part of any of their worship services that could have helped her learn  one. But both 
of them can help us learn how to pray! Which one of these two people helped YOU learn to pray better, 
today? 


