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The Ancient Future Church: Fasting

Mathew 4:1-4; 6:16-18

Sunday, February 22, 2009

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

There was an announcement in a church bulletin for a National PRAYER & FASTING Conference. In the descriptor for the conference, one line read, “The cost for attending the Fasting and Prayer conference includes meals.”
Like many of the spiritual disciplines we have identified in the last few weeks, the meaning of fasting has eluded the modern protestant lifestyle, or “faith-style” as the case may be. Along with the other classical spiritual disciplines of fixed-hour prayer, Sabbath, the sacred meal, pilgrimage, observance of sacred seasons, and giving (and we added for our consideration lectio divina or holy reading), fasting is something that, perhaps we have forgotten in our modernity.

However, it is something that our post-modern culture and our post-modern spirituality is taking a fresh look at. There is a renewed interest in all of these spiritual disciplines that have been part of our ancient heritage. It is almost as if all of our intellectual and scientific advances, instead of being able to dispel the mystery that is a part of God, have actually driven us to a greater mystery of that which we call God. It seems that we have come to a point in our human-hood where we no longer wish to explain everything as much as we wish to connect and commune with the greater mystery. And we are finding that perhaps our ancestors in faith actually had a handle on that, with what we call the ancient spiritual disciplines – fasting being one of them.

The Pope must have caught wind of what I wanted emphasize this year in our Lenten journey. Perhaps he has been following my Twitter posts (or if I really want to sound like I know what I am talking about, I should say “my tweets”) for I read that he too is urging three specific practices for Lent: prayer, almsgiving, and fasting, and he would like to focus this year on the history and importance of fasting. Now, we have already talked about prayer. We have not talked in detail about the spiritual discipline of giving, although once you see the detail of our church’s financials, it might be something we spend more time on. Today we take a closer look at the spiritual discipline of fasting.

Fasting is primarily the act of willingly abstaining from some or all food, drink, or both, for a period of time. A fast may be talked about as a complete fast, which is traditionally that of abstaining from all food and liquids, except water. Or one may consider a partial fast – giving up certain foods or drinks. Often times we have heard during this time of year, “What are you going to give up for Lent?” A practice of partial fasting is abstaining from something for the forty-day period in preparation for Easter.

While traditional fasting is usually about food and drink, there are other things one could consider for a fast. When I was reading about the Pope’s emphasis for fasting this year, he recommended that one might consider a fast from words and images because, as he states “we need a little silence, a little space, without being constantly bombarded with images. We need to create spaces of silence [...] to open our hearts to the true image, to the true word.” (Feb. 7, 2008; Zenit.org). I immediately thought of fasting from email for Lent.

Fasting for religious and spiritual reasons has been a part of human custom since pre-history, and is probably the most ubiquitous of the spiritual disciplines. You can find some form of it in almost all religions, philosophies, and health advocacy. It has such a common understanding that it has even crept its way into our language without us realizing it. Every morning when you get up and pour out that bowl of cereal, you are what? – having breakfast, break-fast. You are breaking fast.

All the major religions use fasting as a spiritual discipline. In the Abrahamic faiths it is particularly central.

Fasting is the fourth of the Five Pillars of Islam and involves obligatory fasting during the month of Ramadan from sunrise to sunset. Part of the understanding is that by fasting, by abandoning the things that might be enjoyable, they are drawn closer to God (Allah) because it makes their devotion to God all the more evident.

And for the Muslim fasting is more than abstaining from food and drink. It also includes abstaining from any falsehood in speech and action, from any ignorant and indecent speech, and from arguing and fighting, and lustful thoughts. Therefore, fasting strengthens control of impulses and helps develop good behavior; provides a time for meditation and to strengthen one’s faith.

Fasting for Jews means completely abstaining from food and drink, including water. In fact brushing teeth is forbidden on the major fast days of Yom Kippur and Tisha B’Av, which is the day of mourning for the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem by the Romans.

Yom Kippur is the only fast day ordained in the Torah. Yom Kippur is considered to be the most important day of the Jewish year, and fasting as a means of repentance is expected of every Jewish man and woman. The fast’s sole purpose on Yom Kippur is for the atonement of sin. There are of course exceptions for individuals. If fasting from food and water would seriously endanger one’s health in anyway, one may eat. But even then that person is encouraged to eat as little as possible and to avoid a full meal. For some, fasting on Yom Kippur is considered more important than the prayers of this holy day. If one fasts, even if one is at home in bed, one is considered to have participated in the full religious service.

The Christian tradition is as wide and varied as are the references to it in the Bible.

* Moses fasted for forty days and forty nights while he was on the mountain with God. (Exodus 34:28)

* King Jehosaphat proclaimed a fast throughout Judah for victory over the Moabites and Ammonites who were attacking them (2 Chronicles 20:3).

* The prophet Joel called for a fast to avert the judgment of God.

* The people of Nineveh, in response to Jonah’s prophecy, fasted to avert the judgment of God (Jonah 3:7).

* The Jews of Persia, following Mordechai’s example, fasted because of the genocidal decree of Haman. 

* Queen Esther declared a three-day fast for all the Jews prior to risking her life in visiting the King uninvited (Esther 4).

* King David fasted when his son with Bathsheba was sick. (2 Samuel 12:15-25).

* David also used fasting as an act of humbling his soul (Psalm 35:13).

* The prophet Isaiah chastised the Israelites in Isaiah 58 for the unrighteous methods and motives of their fasting. He proclaims that the fast acceptable to the Lord is one that will loose the bonds of injustice and oppression; that shares bread with the hungry, shelters the homeless, and clothes the naked. (Isaiah 58:3-13).

In the New Testament

* The prophetess Anna, who proclaimed the birth of Jesus in the Temple, fasted regularly (Luke 2:37).

* The Pharisees in Jesus’ time fasted regularly and asked Jesus why his disciples did not. Jesus answered them in so many words, “you can’t fast while the party is on.” (Matthew 9:14-15, Mark 2:18-20, Luke 5:33-39, see also Mark 2).

* There are indications in the New Testament as well as from other writings that members of an Early Christian Church fasted regularly.

* Paul and Barnabus appointed elders with prayer and fasting (Acts 14:23).

* The church in Antioch was worshipping the Lord and fasting when the Holy Spirit told them to send Barnabas and Saul for the work God had in store for them (Acts 13:2).

In spite of Jesus’ comment that it’s not right to fast in the middle of the party, in our lessons this morning we find two things. 

1. Jesus does fast. In fact he fasted for forty days and forty nights while in the desert, prior to the three temptations (Matthew 4:2).

2. Jesus expected that we would fast too. 

In the sixth chapter of Matthew we are in the midst of the sermon on the mount where Jesus teaches the crowds and the disciples. And when he comes to the topic of fasting he begins: “When you fast….” Not, “If you fast,” but “When you fast. 
What is interesting to note is that while fasting may not have been a commandment, it was an expected spiritual discipline that Jesus took time to instruct about. And like Isaiah, Jesus seems to be concerned about the motivation of fasting. For Jesus, it was in an inward spiritual journey that one might find greater communion with God. And so he warns, don’t make a show of it. In fact just the opposite: while fasting, present yourselves as though you were not fasting, that your spiritual journey might be between you and God and not an avenue to declare your piety.

What is also interesting to note refers back to the Pope’s emphasis for Lent this year. When Jesus teaches about fasting in the sixth chapter of Matthew, it doesn’t stand alone. As Richard Foster points out in his book “Celebration of Discipline,” “[Jesus’] teaching on fasting is directly in the context of his teaching on giving and praying.” (pg. 52) Fasting, praying, giving: our spiritual journey with God is not an a la carte line that one may pick and choose from. Spiritual growth requires a balanced portion of all the spiritual disciplines.

I am not here to tell you that it is a simple endeavor. It is not. It is demanding. It is counter cultural. In fact Richard Foster, again in his book “Celebration of Discipline” says, “In a culture where the landscape is dotted with shrines to the Golden Arches and an assortment of Pizza Temples, fasting seems out of place, out of step with the times.” In part, he claims, because “the constant propaganda fed us today convinces us that if we do not have three large meals each day, with several snacks in between, we are on the verge of starvation.” (pg. 47)

The discipline to grow spiritually takes effort. But if you have ever felt a deep seeded hunger; if you have ever felt a hole deep inside of you – perhaps a feeling of incompleteness – that there is something more to your spiritual journey than what you are experiencing, then perhaps it is time to look again, with more than just a passing interest, at the disciplines that have sustained through out the centuries, not only Christians, but all who are on a spiritual journey.

Here is what we are going to do, and I invite you to join us. This Wednesday is Ash Wednesday. We will have a service here in downtown at 7:00 PM. It will be a meditative opportunity to assess where you want to be on your journey with God. Then every Wednesday during Lent, I invite you do a food fast of your choosing. You may want to try other fasts. But on Wednesday consider a food fast, partial or complete. The intent is not simply to abstain, but to abstain for the purpose of experiencing God every moment of that day.

Then on Wednesday evenings we will gather at Green Wood at 6:30 PM and break fast with communion, and then a light meal will be provided. This will be followed by a time of vespers, of prayer, and a sharing of our experiences as we might feel called to do so. Since we will be serving a light meal, reservations to the church office by Tuesday of that week would be greatly appreciated. If you chose not to fast, or if you forgot to RSVP, don’t let that stop you from gathering with us for communion, sharing, and vespers.

For as in all things Christian our journey is not alone. We journey into the heart of God through community. So come, let us journey together, and may the grace of God that makes all things new find a place in your life and in mine this Lenten season. Amen.
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