
  
My Sermon from last Sunday February 18, 2018, ‘1st Sunday in Lent’  ~  “The Grace of Fasting” 

 
I speak to you in the name of the God of grace and mercy, 

our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
 
A bartender notices that every evening, one of his customer orders 3 beers.  The bartender asks the 
man why he always orders 3 beers.  The man says, “I have 2 brothers who have moved away to 
different countries.  We promised each other that we would always order an extra 2 beers whenever 
we have a drink as a way of reminding ourselves of each other.  Several weeks later, the bartender 
noticed that the man only ordered 2 beers.  The bartender said, “Please accept my condolences on 
the passing of one of your brothers.  You know, the 2 beers and all . . .”  The man smiled and 
replied, “You’ll be happy to know that my 2 brothers are alive and well . . .  It’s just that I have 
given up drinking for Lent.” 
 
I love to watch the Olympics and I am dazzled by the discipline that it takes to be an Olympian.  Think 
about the thousands of hours of commitment and training it takes to do a “backside rotation” with a 
snowboard on the halfpipe, or do a “quad jump” on the ice skating rink, or get a stone in the button 
for curling.  And think about the mental clarity and focus that is required to shut out the world and to 
concentrate on what needs to be done in the moment. 
 
We have just entered the Christian season of Lent  ~  what some people call “Spring Training” for 
Christians.  The season began last Wednesday on Ash Wednesday and it will continue until Easter 
which is on April 1, 2018.  Lent is said to have 40 days but if you do a count, you will notice that there 
are actually 46 days in Lent.  Take away the 6 Sundays and you are left with 40 days. 
 
April 1 is a perfect date for Easter Sunday, isn’t it?  That will be the ultimate ‘April Fool’s.’  When 
God defied logic and Christ rose for us so we can have the promise of the risen Christ in our hearts 
and the promise of our salvation and the promise of eternal life. 
 
Lent is a significant period of spiritual growth and development for Christians.  In the words of our 
Collect (prayer) for the 1st Sunday in Lent, we pray for spiritual discipline, discipline that 
strengthens our souls and opens our hearts to enable us to be transformed by the presence of God.   
 
One of the most important disciplines that draws us closer to God is fasting.   
 
Fasting is a valid biblical tradition and we read about many people in both the Old and New 
Testament who have fasted.  Here are a few:  

 Moses fasted for 40 days on Mt. Sinai while he was with the Lord 

 Hannah fasted when she prayed for a child  

 The people of Ninevah fasted after Jonah told them to repent 

 David fasted when he pleaded with God for Bathsheba’s child to survive 

 Elijah fasted for 40 days when he went up on a mountain to meet God 

 The apostle Paul fasted for 3 days after his conversion on the road to Damascus 

 The Christians at Antioch fasted before Paul and Barnabus were ordained through the laying on 
of hands and then sent out as missionaries. 

 Paul and others fasted when they appointed elders in newly-planted churches 

 Jesus fasted for 40 days in the wilderness, after his baptism 
 
The tradition of fasting has continued throughout church history as many great Christians have fasted, 
including Martin Luther. 
 
Jesus did not command people to fast but he assumed they did.  In his Sermon on the Mount in 
Matthew’s gospel, Jesus says “when you fast.”  He assumes this is a spiritual practice the people are 
already doing. 
 
Fasting is not just reserved for Christians.  Moslems fast from sunrise to sunset during the month of 
Ramadan.  Buddhists, and Hindus also practice fasting. 
   
As Christians, we must ask ourselves, why should we fast in the first place?  I believe that it is 
important and significant. 
   



St. Augustine defined fasting as eating “not more than a light breakfast, one full meal, and one half 
meal, on the forty days of Lent.” 
 
We fast to commemorate the fast observed by Jesus during his temptation in the wilderness before he 
began his ministry.  The Anglican Book of Common Prayer even prescribes certain days for fasting, 
including the 40 days of Lent and days called Ember Days that are set aside for prayer and fasting.  
We have 3 Ember Days coming up this week (Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday) and Bishop Anne has 
asked the clergy to reflect on our ministry and to write our thoughts to her. 
 
Some theologians have said that the Bible devotes much attention to fasting and yet many people 
have not taken on this sacrifice of fasting as a spiritual discipline. 
  
The 2nd century Christian manual, called The Didache (pronounced “did-ah-key”) prescribed 2 weekly 
fast days of Wednesday and Friday.  John Wesley sought to revive the teaching of the Didache and urged 
early Methodists to fast on Wednesdays and Fridays.  He felt so strongly about this matter, in fact, that 
he refused to ordain anyone to the Methodist ministry who did not fast on those two days. 
  
Jesus made it very clear that he expected his disciples to fast after he was gone.  We read this in 
Matthew 9:15  ~  “The days will come when the bridegroom (meaning Jesus) is taken away from 
them, and then they will fast.”  Jesus proceeds on the assumption that the children of God will fast. 
  
Here is what Richard Foster wrote in his book on Celebration of Discipline: 
 

Fasting is a wonderful benefit to the true disciple who longs to be transformed into the 
image of Jesus Christ. We cover up what is inside us with food and other good things, but 
in fasting these things surface.  If pride controls us, it will be revealed almost 
immediately.  David writes, “I humbled my soul with fasting” (Ps. 69:10).  Anger, 
bitterness, jealousy, strife, fear ~ if they are within us, they will surface during fasting. 
  
We can rejoice in this knowledge because we know that healing is available through the 
power of Christ.  Fasting reminds us that we are sustained “by every word that proceeds 
from the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4).  Food does not sustain us; God sustains us.  In Christ, 
“All things hold together” (Col. 1:17).  Therefore, in experiences of fasting we are not so 
much abstaining from food as we are feasting on the word of God.  Fasting is feasting!  
When the disciples brought lunch to Jesus, assuming that he would be starving, he 
declared, “I have food to eat of which you do not know.  ...  My food is to do the will of 
him who sent me, and to accomplish his work” (John 4:32,34).  This was not a clever 
metaphor, but a genuine reality. Jesus was, in fact, being nourished and sustained by the 
power of God.  Fasting helps us keep our balance in life.  How easily we begin to allow 
nonessentials to take precedence in our lives. How quickly we crave things we do not need 
until we are enslaved by them.  Paul writes, “‘All things are lawful for me,’ but I will not 
be enslaved by anything” (1 Cor. 6:12).  Our human cravings and desires are like rivers 
that tend to overflow their banks; fasting helps keep them in their proper channels.  

 
We fast to draw closer to Jesus.  We fast to conquer what controls us.  When we fast, we learn about 
our pride, our fears, our bitterness, our jealousy, our anger.  They bubble up as we discipline 
ourselves to stick to the plan of what we are fasting from. 
   
In fasting, we deny ourselves something that gives us pleasure.  We might think we don’t need to fast 
but we do.  Moses needed it.  David needed it.  Elijah needed it.  Paul needed it.  Jesus needed it.  
You need it.  I need it. 
 
Although I think it is good to fast from food, in the biblical tradition, it is acceptable to fast from 
facebook, or to fast from online shopping, or to fast from online gaming, or from Netflix or texting. 
Bishop Anne is fasting from facebook throughout Lent. 
 
The purpose of fasting is not to draw attention to ourselves, or to lose weight, but to turn our hearts 
and our minds in a deeper way to God.  Fasting and prayer go hand in hand. 
 
I did it last year and I am doing it again this year:  I am fasting from all liquids except hot and cold 
water.  Some other people in the parish have joined me.  I went out to a celebratory dinner at The 
Keg on Thursday evening as my older brother was passing through Thunder Bay on his way to the Holy 
Land.  Let me tell you that water and steak do not go well together. 
 
If you haven’t already started, there is still time to take on a Lenten discipline of fasting. 



Now I do have a caveat:  We go intentionally into the wilderness during Lent.  At the end of our Ash 
Wednesday service, we started a new practice that Bishop Anne encouraged us to try.  She said that 
at Canterbury Cathedral in England where she has just been attending “Baby Bishop School,” they 
take lit candles and walk around the dark cathedral at the end of the service.  At St. Paul’s, we did 
the same.  We don’t have the historical places in St. Paul’s that they have in Canterbury, such as 
where Thomas Becket was murdered, but that is OK.  We stopped in the chapel and said the 
Trisagion together 3 times:  “Holy God, holy and mighty, holy immortal one, have mercy upon us.”  
I find this to be a moving experience and will do it again next year. 
 
We go into the wilderness to get stronger and to prepare ourselves for the times when life takes us 
unwillingly into the wilderness through illness, loss of a job, broken relationships, or grieving.  We 
then have the strength to deal with these real challenges with grace.  However, if you have been 
forced into the wilderness and are in the wilderness right now, not willingly, but by life, then I 
recommend that you do not take on a spiritual discipline at this time.  You have enough on your plate 
for Lent 2018. 
 
On Wednesday evening, we followed the Paschal Candle around the dark church.  In 40 days, on Holy 
Saturday we will again follow the Paschal Candle as God leads us out of the wilderness and into the 
promised land.  We will walk into the dark church with our candles and turn all the lights back on. 
 
My friends in Christ, I encourage you, if possible, to take on a discipline of fasting during Lent.  And as 
you turn to God in prayer, God’s angels will be with you to wait on you. 
 
I will close with a portion of the prayer from the Collect:  

Give us grace to discipline ourselves in submission to your Spirit. 
Amen. 
 
Archdeacon Deborah+ 

 


