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Fasting – Feasting on God
Introduction

For the past three Sundays we’ve been focusing on spiritual disciplines, and today I want to share some thoughts with you regarding everybody’s favorite spiritual discipline: the discipline of fasting.  Now, of course I’m kidding.
I have to say it’s difficult for me to preach about fasting.  Perhaps this is because I’m a bit of a glutton and love to eat and drink.  But the more I began to read and meditate on what Richard Foster and the Bible say regarding this topic, the more I was drawn in to it.

Definition of Fasting

The spiritual discipline of fasting is not simply going without food.  The spiritual discipline of fasting is to abstain from food for spiritual purposes.  It’s abstaining from food in order to grow spiritually: to become more aware of God, of Christ, and to become more effective in our prayers.

Richard Foster says that “fasting must forever center on God” and “If our fasting is not unto God, we have failed” (54-55).  So this makes fasting quite different from dieting.  Dieting is very popular in our day and age and is done in order to lose weight.  But fasting in the Christian tradition is performed in order to aid us in prayer and to increase our focus on God. 
I like what James Packer says about fasting.  He writes: “We tend to think of fasting as going without food.  But we can fast from anything.  If we love music and decide to miss a concert in order to spend time with God, that is fasting.  It is helpful to think of the parallel of human friendship.  When friends need to be together, they will cancel all other activities in order to make that possible.  There’s nothing magical about fasting.  It’s just one way of telling God that your priority at that moment is to be alone with him, sorting out whatever is necessary, and you have cancelled the meal, party, concert, or whatever else you had planned to do in order to fulfill that priority.”
Fasting in the Bible
In the Bible there are many examples of fasting.  Fasting was a common practice of the Jews.  Moses fasted and so did David, Elijah, Queen Esther, Daniel, Anna the prophetess, the apostles, St. Paul, and Jesus himself.
There are a couple of Gospel passages where Jesus talked about fasting.  One of these is in the Sermon on the Mount, where Jesus says: “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward.  But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret.  And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” (Mt 6:16-18) 
Clearly in this passage, Jesus assumes that his followers will fast.  He does not command his followers to fast but simply assumes that they will, and says that when they do so, they should fast with pure motives of the heart and unto God and not call attention to themselves while doing it..
The second Gospel passage in which Jesus talks about fasting occurs when some of John the Baptist’s disciples ask Jesus why his disciples are not fasting.  Jesus’ response is, “Can the wedding guests mourn as long as the bridegroom is with them?  The days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they will fast” (Mt 9:15).  
What this means is that while Jesus was physically present with the disciples during his earthly ministry, He the bridegroom was with them, and thus there was no need to fast.  But now, during our present time between Jesus’ ascension back into heaven and his return in triumphant glory at the end of time—sometimes called the age of the Church—now it is a time for Jesus’ followers to fast.

Fasting and prayer almost always go together in the Bible, as when Jesus says to his disciples when they ask why they could not cast out a demon: “this kind cannot be driven out except by prayer and fasting” (Mk 9:28, Mt 17:21).  Similarly, the prophetess Anna is described in the 2nd chapter of Luke as a person who “served God with fastings and prayers night and day” (Lk 2:37).  And in the Book of Acts, we learn that Paul and Barnabas, before ordaining men, engaged in the twin practices of prayer and fasting.

The early Christians, as we learn from the 2nd-century work The Didache, were taught to fast two days a week: Wednesday and Friday.  John Wesley in the 18th century sought to revive this practice and urged the early Methodists to keep these two days for fasting.  And Wesley felt so strongly about this that he wouldn’t allow anyone to become a Methodist preacher who did not fast on Wednesdays and Fridays.

In our Church, the Book of Common Prayer requires both Ash Wednesday and Good Friday to be kept as fast days; and also requires a lesser fast on the 40 days of Lent, the 3 Ember Days at the 4 Seasons, and all Fridays throughout the year.  Our Church also recommends the practice of the Church from time immemorial to fast before receiving Holy Communion.  This is typically from midnight on the night before Communion or at least 3 hours before receiving Communion.
It’s good to support one another in these practices—perhaps to have some mutual accountability about it.

The Purpose & Benefit of Fasting

Fasting and abstinence can help us remember what’s important.  The whole purpose is to cause us to remember God, to be reminded that we live by God and not by bread alone.  It’s a built-in physical reminder.
James Packer says that fasting is “part of the discipline of self-control; it’s a way of sharing that we depend on God alone and draw all our strength and resources from him; it’s a way of focusing totally on him when seeking his guidance and help . . . .”

If done properly, and this takes some practice, with our heart fixed on God alone, fasting can help us to recognize in a unique way that Jesus Christ is indeed the bread of life.  As Jesus says in the 6th chapter of John: “I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread which comes down out of heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die.  I am the living bread that came down out of heaven; if anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever . . .” (John 6:48-51).

Application

So let’s think about how we can apply the spiritual discipline of fasting in our lives.  

· Have a light meatless meal or lunch on Friday (soup, bread) and remember the poor and suffering while eating.
· Fast from TV, movies, the Internet, caffeine, soda, or junk food for the remainder of Lent.
· On Good Friday, see if you can keep the day as a fast day, as prescribed in the Book of Common Prayer.

· Fast before Holy Communion

