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Antiochian Orthodox Archdiocese Department of Christian Education  
 

2017 Creative Festivals Lesson Plan:  
Middle School/High School  

 
Theme:  
“My house shall be called a house of prayer for all nations.” (Mark 11:17) 
 
Goal:  
To help the students understand the theme well enough to express it in art, 
photography, poetry, and creative writing.  
 
Lesson Objectives:  
The students will be able to:  

• Identify the figures, etc., in the icons of the Presentation of the Lord and the 
Cleansing of the Temple and describe what is happening in each icon. 

• Retell in their own words the Gospel account of Jesus and the money-
changers. 

• Correlate the feast of The Presentation of the Lord with Mark 11:15-19. 
• Explain why the Church is a “sacred place.” 
• Describe the composition of the Church and the area contained within the 

Church walls- the narthex, sanctuary, nave, iconostasis, altar table, etc. 
• State what constitutes proper Church etiquette and behavior. 
• Discuss how our bodies are Temples of the Holy Spirit. 
• List several ways we can make others feel welcome in our church. 

 
Time: 40 Minutes  
 
Materials:   
       • Prayer Handout (attached-print one copy for each student) 

• Bibles 
• Icon of the Presentation of the Lord (attached)  
• Icon of the Cleansing of the Temple (attached) 
• Article “House of God” by Fr. Thomas Fitzgerald (attached-print one copy for 

each group)  
• Paper and pencils 

 
Background Information for the Teacher: 
Notes from the Orthodox Study Bible: 
  

"Those who bought and sold were trading in live animals to be used 
for sacrifices. The moneychangers traded Roman coins for Jewish 
coins since Roman coins, which bore the image of Caesar, were 
considered defiling the temple. The cleansing of the temple also 
points to the necessity that the Church be kept free of earthly 
pursuits. As each person is considered a temple of God (1 Co 3:16; 
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6:19), it is also a sign that our hearts and minds must be cleansed of 
earthly matters." 

 
Opening Prayer:  
Give each student a copy of the prayer handout and read together the “Prayer on 
Entering a Church.” 

 
Introduction:  
Show the students the icons of the Presentation of the Lord and the Cleansing of the 
Temple. Have students read aloud Luke 2:21-38 and Mark 11:15-19. Have them 
identify the figures, etc. in the icons and describe what is happening in each icon. 
 
Discussion: 

• What was the custom of the Jews in presenting newborn children to God and 
the religious community? (The child was presented in the Temple on the 
fortieth day after birth and a sacrifice was offered.)   

• What made Jesus’ presentation unique? (Simeon and Anna were there to 
witness the Presentation of Jesus in the Temple.) 

• What did Simeon’s eyes behold? (A light to lighten the Gentiles.) 
• What is a Gentile? (A person who is not Jewish.) 
• Where was the sacrifice for a child’s presentation purchased? (The Courtyard 

of the Gentiles.) How did Joseph and Mary pay for the sacrifice? (Temple 
currency.) 

• How were the poor and foreign visitors to the Temple exploited? (It was 
required that a sacrifice be made upon the presentation of a child in the 
Temple. The sacrifice had to be purchased in Temple currency. The 
moneychangers exchanged foreign coinage for Temple currency at exorbitant 
exchange rates. In addition, every year a Jew was required to pay a Temple Tax 
of ½ Sheckel, or about 2 days’ wages. Again, they were required to pay in 
Temple currency and suffer the same unfair exchange rate.)  

• How did Jesus react to the exploitation of the poor and foreigners within the 
Temple? (He was angry and drove out the merchants and moneychangers from 
of the Temple. The entire Temple area was a sacred place, including the 
Courtyard of the Gentiles. By using the Courtyard for commerce, the Gentiles 
were deprived of a holy place to pray and learn about the Jewish faith.) 

• What did Jesus say the moneychangers had made the House of God? (A den of 
thieves.) 

• What did Jesus say his house should be? (A house of prayer for all nations.)  

Exploring Creatively:   
Hand out paper and pencils. Break-up the class into small groups of 3 or 4. Give each 
group the Article by Fr. Fitzgerald entitled “House of God” and assign them a section 
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of the church. Within that group, have the members’ brainstorm the activities and 
functions that take place there. (If possible, take the students on a “field trip” to the 
church so they can view the various sections and items in person.) Have the 
students discuss within their groups the following points: 

 
• What section of the Church is being discussed? 
• What activity takes place in that section of the church? 
• What objects/furnishings are located in that section? 

Have a spokesperson from each group present their findings to the rest of the class. 
 
Church Etiquette: 
Ask the students what constitutes appropriate church behavior. Answers may 
include the following: 
 
Dressing properly for church in the nicest clothing we have; dressing modestly 
Coming to church on time 
Making the sign of the cross when entering or leaving the church 
Refraining from talking during the services 
Having one’s phone turned off 
If one needs to leave, doing so at the proper time 
Being reverent when approaching the Communion Cup 
 
Our Bodies are Temples of the Holy Spirit: 
Have a student read aloud I Corinthians 6:19. Discuss how each of us was created to 
be a “house of prayer.” Just as the church is a holy place, our bodies are temples of 
God. When we receive Holy Communion, we receive Jesus who dwells within us. 
Discuss ways we can keep our bodies as Holy Temples. (Take care of our health; 
don’t smoke, drink, take drugs; no premarital sex; no swearing or gossiping about 
others, etc.) 
 
A House of Prayer for All Nations: 
Discuss with the students how we need to welcome all who enter our church with 
love and kindness. The Church was never meant to be a private social club 
consisting of one group or ethnicity. We must do all that we can to welcome others, 
whether they are Orthodox or non-Orthodox, young or old, or of different races or 
cultures. Have students brainstorm various ways they can improve their church to 
make it more welcoming to “all nations.” (Establish a greeting program, create a 
welcome packet for those who are new to the church, invite visitors to participate in 
church activities, invite children to attend Sunday Church School, etc.) 
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Conclusion:  
“In the Orthodox faith, the church is considered to be a sacred space. It is important 
that we treat it a such by observing proper church etiquette. Reverence for God means 
respecting his house, all the people who enter into it, and treating our bodies as 
temples of the Holy Spirit.” 

Closing Prayer:  
Recite the “Prayer on Leaving a Church” from the prayer handout. 
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PRAYER HANDOUT 

 
 
Prayer on Entering a Church 
I will come into thy house in the multitude of thy mercy; and in 
thy fear I will worship toward thy holy temple.  Lead me, O 
Lord, in thy righteousness because of mine enemies; make thy 
way straight before me, that with a clear mind I may glorify 
thee forever.  One Divine Power worshipped in three persons: 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
Prayer on Leaving a Church 
Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to 
thy word; for mine eyes have seen they salvation, which thou 
has prepared before the face of all people; a light to lighten the 
Gentiles, and the glory of thy people Israel. 
 
Prayer Before the Icon of Christ 
We reverence thy spotless icon, O gracious Lord, and ask 
forgiveness of our transgressions, O Christ our God; for of thine 
own good will thou wast pleased to ascend the Cross in the 
flesh, that thou mightest deliver from bondage to the enemy 
those whom thou hadst fashioned.  Wherefore, we cry aloud 
unto thee; thou hast filled all things with joy, O our Saviour, for 
thou didst come to save the world. 
 
Prayer before the Icon of the Theotokos 
Forasmuch as thou art a well-spring of tenderness, O 
Theotokos, make us worthy of compassion; Look upon a sinful 
people; Manifest thy power as ever, for hoping on thee we cry 
aloud unto thee:  Hail! As once did Gabriel, Chief Captain of the 
Bodiless Powers. 
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House of God 
Our Faith - House of God 
Rev. Thomas Fitzgerald  

 
The visitor to an Orthodox Church is usually impressed by the unique features and the external 
differences between this place of worship and those of the various traditions of Western 
Christianity. The rich color, distinctive iconography and beauty of the interior of an Orthodox 
Church generally are in sharp contrast to the simplicity which one finds in many Roman Catholic 
and Protestant churches. When one enters the interior of the Orthodox church it is like stepping 
into a whole new world of color and light. The art and design of the church not only create a 
distinctive atmosphere of worship, but also they reflect and embody many of the fundamental 
insights of Orthodoxy. 

BEAUTY AND SYMBOLS 

The Orthodox Church believes that God is the Creator of heaven and earth. The Creator is 
present through His creative energies of His handiwork. This means that the material world, being 
valuable and good, is an important means through which God expresses Himself. The Orthodox 
Church affirms this conviction through her extensive use of material creation not only for the 
embellishment of her places of worship, but also in her sacramental mysteries and services. For 
example, when the bread and wine - "the first fruits of creation" - are offered in the Eucharist, they 
are also a symbolic offering of all creation to God its Creator. Since there is no hesitation in using 
the gifts of creation, the interior of an Orthodox church is frequently very beautiful. Designed to 
create an atmosphere which is special, the building is filled with a feeling of joy and an 
appreciation of God's bounty. Orthodoxy recognizes that beauty is an important dimension of 
human life. Through iconography and church appointments, the beauty of creation becomes a 
very important means of praising God. The divine gifts of the material world are shaped and 
fashioned by human hands into an expression of beauty which glorifies the Creator. As the pious 
woman poured her most precious oil on the feet of Our Lord, Orthodoxy seeks always to offer to 
God what is best and most beautiful. 

SACRED SPACE 

The interior church is most importantly, both the background and the setting for Orthodox 
worship. The art and architecture are designed to contribute to the total experience of worship, 
which involves one's intellect, feelings, and senses. The Eucharist and the other sacramental 
mysteries take place in God's midst, and they bear witness to His presence and actions. 
Therefore, in the Orthodox tradition there is a very strong feeling that the church is the House of 
God and the place where His glory dwells. For this reason, all Orthodox churches are blessed, 
consecrated and set aside as sacred space. The whole church bears witness to God's indwelling 
among His people. As one old admonition says: 

"Let the Christian consider well when he enters the church that he is entering another 
heaven. That same majesty of God which is in heaven is also in his church, and on this account 
the Christian must enter with reverence and awe." 

Ideally, an Orthodox church is relatively small in order to emphasize and enhance the sense 
of community in worship. The church is generally constructed in the form of a cross and is divided 
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into three areas: the narthex, the nave, and the sanctuary. The narthex is the entrance area. 
Centuries ago this area was the place where catechumens (unbaptized learners) and penitents 
remained during parts of the services. Today, the beginning of the Baptismal service and in some 
parishes, the Marriage service, begins in the narthex and proceeds into the nave. This procession 
symbolically represents a gradual movement into the Kingdom of God. In many Orthodox 
parishes, the narthex is the area where the faithful make an offering, receive a candle, light it 
before an icon, and offer a personal prayer before joining the congregation. The nave is the large 
center area of the church. Here the faithful gather for worship. Although most Orthodox churches 
in this country have pews, some follow the old custom of having an open nave with no seats. On 
the right-hand side of the nave is the bishop's throne from which he presides as a living icon of 
Christ among his people. Even in the bishop's absence, the throne reminds all that the parish is 
not an isolated entity but is part of a diocese which the bishop heads. On the left-hand side of the 
nave is the pulpit from which the Gospel is proclaimed and the sermon preached. The choir and 
the cantors frequently occupy areas on the far sides of the nave. The sanctuary is considered the 
most sacred part of the church, and the area reserved for the clergy and their assistant. The 
sanctuary contains the Holy Altar and is separated from the nave by the Iconostasion. This 
division serves to remind us that God's reign is not complete and that we often find ourselves 
'separated' from God, through sin. However, during the Divine Liturgy, when we have access to 
the Holy Gifts, we are reminded that, through Christ, heaven and earth are united and that 
through Him, we have access to the Father. It should be noted that not all services take place 
within the sanctuary. Many are celebrated in the center of the nave, in the midst of the 
congregation. In so doing, Orthodoxy emphasizes the fact that the worship of the Church is 
offered by, and for all the people. 

THE ALTAR 

The Altar or Holy Table is the heart and focal point of the Orthodox Church. It is here that 
eucharistic gifts of bread and wine are offered to the Father as Christ commanded us to do. The 
altar, which is usually square in shape, stands away from the wall and is often covered with 
cloths. A tabernacle, with reserved Holy Communion for the sick or dying, is set upon the Altar, 
together with candles. When the Divine Liturgy is not being celebrated, the Book of Gospels rests 
on the Altar. Behind the Altar is a large cross with the painted figure of Christ. 

ICONOSTASION 

The Iconostasion is the panel of icons which separates the sanctuary from the nave. The 
origin of this very distinctive part of an Orthodox church is the ancient custom of placing icons on 
a low wall before the sanctuary. In time, the icons became fixed on a standing wall, hence the 
term iconostasion. In contemporary practice, the Iconostasion may be very elaborate and conceal 
most of the sanctuary, or it may be very simple and open. The Iconostasion has three entrances 
which are used during services. There is a Deacon Door on either side, and the center entrance 
which is called the Royal Door. A curtain or door, usually conceals the Altar when services are 
not being celebrated. On the right-hand side of the Iconostasion are always the icons of Christ 
and St. John the Baptist. On the left-hand side are always the icons of the Theotokos (Mother of 
our Lord) and the patron saint or event to which the church is dedicated. In addition to these 
icons, others may be added, depending upon custom and space. 

ICONS 

An icon is a holy image which is the distinctive art form of the Orthodox Church. In actual 
practice the icon may be a painting of wood, on canvas, a mosaic or a fresco. Icons depict such 
figures as Christ, Mary the Theotokos, the saints and angels. They may also portray events from 
the Scriptures or the history of the Church, such as Christmas, Easter, etc. Icons occupy a very 
prominent place in Orthodox worship and theology. The icon is not simply decorative, 
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inspirational, or educational. Most importantly, it signifies the presence of the individual depicted. 
The icon is like a window which links heaven and earth. When we worship we do so as part of the 
Church which includes the living and the departed. we never lost contact with those who are with 
the Lord in glory. This belief is expressed every time one venerates an icon or places a candle 
before it. Many Orthodox churches have icons not only on the iconostasion but also on the walls, 
ceilings, and in arches. Above the sanctuary in the apse, there is very frequently a large icon of 
the Theotokos and the Christ Child. The Orthodox Church believes that Mary is the human being 
closest to God. This very prominent icon recalls her important role in the Incarnation of the Son of 
God. The icon is also an image of the Church. It reminds us of our responsibility to give birth to 
Christ's presence in our lives. High above the church, in the ceiling or dome, is the icon of Christ 
the Almighty, the Pantocrator. The icon portrays the Triumphant Christ who reigns as Lord of 
heaven and earth. As one gazes downward, it appears as though the whole church and all of 
creation comes from Him. As one looks upward, there is the feeling that all things direct us to 
Christ the Lord. He is the "Alpha and the Omega," the beginning and the end. This is the 
message of Orthodoxy. 
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