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I Fast and Pray as Christ Did 
Objective: 
· Sound spiritual practice for an acceptable fasting 

Memory Verse: 

“Give yourselves to fasting and prayer.” (1 Corinthians 7:5) 
References: 

· “The Paradise of the spirit,” Part 2, Anba Youannis 

· “The Lent,” Anba Bemin 

· “The life of prayer,” Fr. Matta Al Miskin 

Introduction: 

What does fasting mean? Fasting is abstaining from food for a period of time, followed by eating vegetarian food. It is not a commandment for weakening the body but exercising and controlling the body in order to refresh and test the soul, so it can grow in grace and in the knowledge of God. 

Lesson Outline: 

I. The Position of Fasting in the Spiritual Life 
Fasting has an important position in the spiritual life, and there are many examples in the Old Testament on men of God who fasted and did great works. Moses fasted forty days before he spoke to God. Daniel was fasting when the Angel Gabriel appeared to him. Nehemiah fasted when he heard of the sad news about Jerusalem. David was a man of fasting; he said, “I afflicted myself with fasting.” Isaiah spoke about fasting (Isaiah 58:3-12), and King Jehoshaphat called all the people to fast (2 Chronicles 20:3). 

In the New Testament, the Lord Jesus Himself fasted till He felt hungry. The Lord spoke about fasting in His Sermon on the Mountain (Mathew 6:16-18). He also spoke about the importance of fasting when He said about the devil, “This kind cannot be driven out by anything but prayer and fasting” (Mark 9:29). In Book of Acts, we read about fasting in the Church of the Apostles (Acts 13:3, 4) and (1 Corinthians 7:5). The Church fathers also wrote about fasting in their writings and rules which reached us. The history of the Orthodox Church bears witness to the fact that Believers respected public fasting, which has been established since the times of the early Church, such as Lent and fastings on Wednesday and Friday. 

II. How the Lord Christ Fasted and Prayed? 
After Jesus was baptized by John in the Jordan, He was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. He fasted for forty days and forty nights, and afterwards He was hungry. The devil came and tempted Him three times, but the Lord quoted verses from the Scriptures to answer him. He gave us a practical example of how man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God (Mathew 4:2-11). The Lord’s fasting was accompanied by prayer and spiritual struggle. In the same way, we fast and pray with Him and through Him. May our fasting and prayer be acceptable before the Lord. 

Fasting is a wonderful rite in the Church; it goes side by side with receiving the Holy Communion. For example, fasting always precedes every Communion. So the Church unites our worship of fasting and prayers with the Divine Sacrifice of the Lord, which is His Body and His Blood, so that it may be acceptable before Him and without blame. 

III. How to Fast Correctly? 
Fasting and Spiritual Growth: Fasting is an exercise to humiliate the desires of the flesh and not an exercise to weaken the body itself. In our physical nature, there is a bad tendency which we inherited from Adam and Eve, and St. Paul expressed it by saying, “For the flesh lusts against the Spirit and the Spirit against the flesh, and these are contrary the one to the other so that you cannot do the things that you would” (Galatians 5; 17). In another place, he says, “O wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this death” (Romans 7:24). St. Isaac the Syrian says, “Every struggle against sin and its lusts must begin with fasting, especially when the struggle is because of an internal sin.” Resisting the desires of the flesh does not mean that we should weaken the body, and moderation in fasting is necessary so that physical and spiritual health may not be affected. Abstaining from food should go side by side with internal spiritual growth. This means that physical fasting is connected with the godliness of the heart, the soul’s fasting and the purity of the flesh. Regarding this, one of the saints said, “If we are fasting only in the sense of abstaining from food while we are still bound to sin and iniquities, submission of the body will not benefit us so long as the most precious part of us is defiled. So, as the outer man fasts, the inner man must also be controlled because acceptable fasting should be genuine and without evil, insincerity, grudge, hatred or defilement of body and soul.” 

Inseparableness of fasting and prayer: The saints likened fasting to a stronghold and prayer to a weapon with which man fights inside the stronghold. St. Augustine said, “In the Temple built by Solomon, there were two altars; on the outer altar, burnt offerings were offered, and on the inside altar, the incense offerings were offered. The same is true with the temple of man’s spirit, where there must be two altars: the inside one, which is the heart, where he offers the incense of prayers and their aroma, and an outer altar where the body is offered as a sacrifice through fasting and types of abstemiousness and devoutness.” 

Inseparableness of fasting and contemplation: It is necessary for spiritual life to feed on contemplations during fasting. The Church sets fasting on important occasions, so we must connect fasting with contemplation and remember the occasions of fasting. During the holy Lent, we remember our Holy, righteous Lord when He fasted. On Wednesday, we remember the plots of the chief priests to kill Him. Ask yourself then, “Do I betray Him, and how much shall I receive to betray Him?” Remember that you betray Him when you sin. So during each fasting, raise your heart to God in the spirit of contemplation in order to attain spiritual power during fasting. You can get benefit also by reading the Holy Bible and spiritual books with the spirit of discipleship, prayer and obedience to the commandments. 

Inseparableness of fasting and almsgiving: Fasting is usually accompanied by works of love and mercy, so in his hunger, the fasting man shares with the poor and the needy and spends what he has saved on his needy brethren. Isaiah emphasizes this fact by saying, “Is not this the fast that I choose? ... Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, and bring the homeless poor into your house? When you see the naked, to cover him and not to hide yourself from your own flesh?” (Isaiah 58:6&7) Note the Lental hymn: “Blessed are those who are kind to the poor....”
IV. Discussion 
A young man may face a problem; his family sometimes does not allow him to fast because they believe this would keep him healthy. The suggested solution is the following: 

1. He must test himself; his life may not be straight and his behavior may be a stumbling block in the eyes of the family. 

2. He must discuss the matter with his father of confession and follow his advice concerning the period he appoints for fasting, and if there are any health reasons, a doctor should be consulted. 

3. He should discuss the matter with his family and explain the importance of fasting and the importance of obeying the commandments of Christ and the Church rite. 

4. He should seek the priest’s advice when necessary, and the priest will help him convince the family to allow him to fast. He could also pray, so that the Lord may soften their hearts and allow him to fast. 

Conclusion: 

Fasting is essential for us to develop self-control and to grow spiritually. Jesus Christ Himself fasted, and we should follow His example. 

Applications: 

· If a young man who does not fast asks you, “Why do you fast?” What will you say to him? 

· Of what benefit is fasting for your private inner and outer life? 

· What are the conditions of the acceptable fasting before God? 

· Why do the Church and the Holy Bible emphasize the inseparableness of fasting and prayer? 

· Practice fasting with reverence, prayer, contemplation and reading the Holy Bible. 




Isaiah 58

	1
	Cry aloud, spare not, lift up thy voice like a trumpet, and declare unto my people their transgression, and to the house of Jacob their sins.

	2
	Yet they seek me daily, and delight to know my ways: as a nation that did righteousness, and forsook not the ordinance of their God, they ask of me righteous judgments; they delight to draw near unto God.

	3
	Wherefore have we fasted, [say they], and thou seest not? [wherefore] have we afflicted our soul, and thou takest no knowledge? Behold, in the day of your fast ye find [your own] pleasure, and exact all your labors.

	4
	Behold, ye fast for strife and contention, and to smite with the fist of wickedness: ye fast not this day so as to make your voice to be heard on high.

	5
	Is such the fast that I have chosen? The day for a man to afflict his soul? Is it to bow down his head as a rush, and to spread sackcloth and ashes under him? Wilt thou call this a fast, and an acceptable day to Jehovah?

	6
	Is not this the fast that I have chosen: to loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the bands of the yoke, and to let the oppressed go free, and that ye break every yoke?

	7
	Is it not to deal thy bread to the hungry, and that thou bring the poor that are cast out to thy house? When thou seest the naked, that thou cover him; and that thou hide not thyself from thine own flesh?

	8
	Then shall thy light break forth as the morning, and thy healing shall spring forth speedily; and thy righteousness shall go before thee; the glory of Jehovah shall by thy rearward.

	9
	Then shalt thou call, and Jehovah will answer; thou shalt cry, and he will say, Here I am. If thou take away from the midst of thee the yoke, the putting forth of the finger, and speaking wickedly;

	10
	and if thou draw out thy soul to the hungry, and satisfy the afflicted soul: then shall thy light rise in darkness, and thine obscurity be as the noonday;

	11
	And Jehovah will guide thee continually, and satisfy thy soul in dry places, and make strong thy bones; and thou shalt be like a watered garden, and like a spring of water, whose waters fail not.

	12
	And they that shall be of thee shall build the old waste places; thou shalt raise up the foundations of many generations; and thou shalt be called The repairer of the breach, The restorer of paths to dwell in.

	13
	If thou turn away thy foot from the Sabbath, from doing thy pleasure on my holy day; and call the Sabbath a delight, [and] the holy of Jehovah honorable; and shalt honor it, not doing thine own ways, nor finding thine own pleasure, nor speaking [thine own] words:

	14
	Then shalt thou delight thyself in Jehovah; and I will make thee to ride upon the high places of the earth; and I will feed thee with the heritage of Jacob thy father: for the mouth of Jehovah hath spoken it.


 

"...BUT BY PRAYER AND FASTING" 
By Fr. Alexander Schmemann

    There is no Lent without fasting. It seems, however, that many people today either do not take fasting seriously or, if they do, misunderstand its real spiritual goals. For some people, fasting consists in a symbolic "giving up" of something; for some others, it is a scrupulous observance of dietary regulations. But in both cases, seldom is fasting referred to the total Lenten effort. Here as elsewhere, therefore, we must first try to understand the Church's teaching about fasting and then ask ourselves: how can we apply this teaching to our life? 

    Fasting or abstinence from food is not exclusively a Christian practice. It existed and still exists in other religions and even outside religion, as for example in some specific therapies. Today people fast (or abstain) for all kinds of reasons, including sometimes political reasons. It is important, therefore, to discern the uniquely Christian content of fasting. It is first of all revealed to us in the interdependence between two events which we find in the Bible: one at the beginning of the Old Testament and the other at the beginning of the New Testament. The first event is the "breaking of the fast" by Adam in Paradise. He ate of the forbidden fruit. This is how man's original sin is revealed to us. Christ, the New Adam—and this is the second event—begins by fasting. Adam was tempted and he succumbed to temptation; Christ was tempted and He overcame that temptation. The results of Adam's failure are expulsion from Paradise and death. The fruits of Christ's victory are the destruction of death and our return to Paradise. The lack of space prevents us from giving a detailed explanation of the meaning of this parallelism. It is clear, however, that in this perspective fasting is revealed to us as something decisive ultimate in its importance. It is not a mere "obligation," a custom; it is connected with the very mystery of life and death, of salvation and damnation. 


In the Orthodox teaching, sin is not only the transgression of a rule leading to punishment; it is always a mutilation of life given to us by God. It is for this reason that the story of the original sin is presented to us as an act of eating. For food is means of life; it is that which keeps us alive. But here lies the whole question: what does it mean to be alive and what does "life" mean? For us today this term has a primarily biological meaning: life is precisely that which entirely depends on food, and more generally, on the physical world. But for the Holy Scripture and for Christian Tradition, this life "by bread alone" is identified with death because it is mortal life, because death is a principle always at work in it. God, we are told, "created no death." He is the Giver of Life. How then did life become mortal? Why is death and death alone the only absolute condition of that which exists? The Church answers: because man rejected life as it was offered and given to him by God and preferred a life depending not on God alone but on "bread alone." Not only did he disobey God for which he was punished; he changed the very relationship between himself and the world. To be sure, the world was given to him by God as "food"— as means of life; yet life was meant to be communion with God; it had not only its end but its full content in Him. "In Him was Life and the Life was the light of man." The world and food were thus created as means of communion with God, and only if accepted for God's sake were to give life. In itself food has no life and cannot give life. Only God has Life and is Life. In food itself, God—and not calories—was the principle of life. Thus to eat, to be alive, to know God and be in communion with Him were one and the same thing. The unfathomable tragedy of Adam is that he ate for its own sake. More than that, he ate apart from God in order to be independent of Him. And if he did it, it is because he believed that food had life in itself and that he, by partaking of that food, could be like God, i.e., have life in himself. To put it very simply: he believed in food, whereas the only object of belief, of faith, of dependence is God and God alone. World, food, became his gods, the sources and principles of his life. He became their slave. Adam—in Hebrew—means ''man." It is my name, our common name. Man is still Adam, still the slave of "food." He may claim that he believes in God but God is not his life, his food, the all-embracing content of his existence. He may claim that he receives his life from God but he doesn't live in God and for God. His science, his experience, his self-consciousness are all built on that same principle: "by bread alone." We eat in order to be alive but we are not alive in God. This is the sin of all sins. This is the verdict of death pronounced on our life. 

    Christ is the New Adam. He comes to repair the damage inflicted on life by Adam, to restore man to true life, and thus He also begins with fasting. "When He had fasted forty days and forty nights, He became hungry" (Matt. 4:2). Hunger is that state in which we realize our dependence on something else when we urgently and essentially need food—showing thus that we have no life in ourselves. It is that limit beyond which I either die from starvation or, having satisfied my body, have again the impression of being alive. It is, in other words, the time when we face the ultimate question: on what does my life depend? And, since the question is not an academic one but is felt with my entire body, it is also the time of temptation. Satan came to Adam in Paradise; he came to Christ in the desert. He came to two hungry men and said: eat, for your hunger is the proof that you depend entirely on food, that your life is in food. And Adam believed and ate; but Christ rejected that temptation and said: man shall not live by bread alone but by God. He refused to accept that cosmic lie which Satan imposed on the world, making that lie a self-evident truth not even debated any more, the foundation of our entire world view, of science, medicine, and perhaps even of religion. By doing this, Christ restored that relationship between food, life, and God which Adam broke, and which we still break every day. 


What then is fasting for us Christians? It is our entrance and participation in that experience of Christ Himself by which He liberates us from the total dependence on food, matter, and the world. By no means is our liberation a full one. Living still in the fallen world, in the world of the Old Adam, being part of it, we still depend on food. But just as our death—through which we still must pass—has become by virtue of Christ's Death a passage into life, the food we eat and the life it sustains can be life in God and for God. Part of our food has already become "food of immortality"—the Body and Blood of Christ Himself. But even the daily bread we receive from God can be in this life and in this world that which strengthens us, our communion with God, rather than that which separates us from God. Yet it is only fasting that can perform that transformation, giving us the existential proof that our dependence on food and matter is not total, not absolute, that united to prayer, grace, and adoration, it can itself be spiritual. 


All this means that, deeply understood, fasting is the only means by which man recovers his true spiritual nature. It is not a theoretical but truly a practical challenge to the great Liar who managed to convince us that we depend on bread alone and built all human knowledge, science, and existence on that lie. Fasting is a denunciation of that lie and also the proof that it is a lie. It is highly significant that it was while fasting that Christ met Satan and that He said later that Satan cannot be overcome "but by fasting and prayer." Fasting is the real fight against the Devil because it is the challenge to that one all-embracing law which makes him the "Prince of this world." Yet if one is hungry and then discovers that he can truly be independent of that hunger, not be destroyed by it but just on the contrary, can transform it into a source of spiritual power and victory, then nothing remains of that great lie in which we have been living since Adam. 

    How far we are by now from the usual understanding of fasting as a mere change of diet, as what is permitted and what is forbidden, from all that superficial hypocrisy! Ultimately, to fast means only one thing: to be hungry— to go to the limit of that human condition which depends entirely on food and, being hungry, to discover that this dependency is not the whole truth about man, that hunger itself is first of all a spiritual state and that it is in its last reality hunger for God. In the early Church, fasting always meant total abstinence, a state of hunger, pushing the body to the extreme. It is here, however, that we discover also that fasting as a physical effort is totally meaningless without its spiritual counterpart: "... by fasting and prayer." This means that without the corresponding spiritual effort, without feeding ourselves with Divine Reality, without discovering our total dependence on God and God alone, physical fasting would indeed be suicide. If Christ Himself was tempted while fasting, we have not a single chance of avoiding that temptation. Physical fasting, essential as it is, is not only meaningless; it is truly dangerous if it is disconnected from the spiritual effort—from prayer and concentration on God. Fasting is an art fully mastered by Saints; it would be presumptuous and dangerous for us if we attempted that art without discernment and caution. The entire Lenten worship is a constant reminder of the difficulties, the obstacles, and the temptations that await those who think that they may depend on their will power and not on God. 


It is for this reason that we need first of all a spiritual preparation for the effort of fasting. It consists in asking God for help and also in making our fast God-centered. We should fast for God's sake. We must rediscover our body as the Temple of His Presence. We must recover a religious respect for the body, for food, for the very rhythm of life. All this must be done before the actual fast begins so that when we begin to fast, we would be supplied with spiritual weapons, with a vision, with a spirit of fight and victory. 


Then comes the fast itself. In accordance with what has been said above, it should be practiced on two levels: first, as ascetical fast; and second, as total fast. The ascetical fast consists of a drastic reduction of food so that the permanent state of a certain hunger might be lived as a reminder of God and a constant effort to keep our mind on Him. Everyone who has practiced it - be it only a little - knows that this ascetical fast rather than weakening us makes us light, concentrated, sober, joyful, pure. One receives food as a real gift of God. One is constantly directed at that inner world which inexplicably becomes a kind of food in its own right. The exact amount of food to be received in this ascetical fasting, its rhythm and its quality, need not be discussed here; they depend on our individual capacities, the external conditions of our lives. But the principle is clear: it is a state of half-hunger whose "negative" nature is at all times transformed by prayer, memory, attention, and concentration into a positive power. As to the total fast, it is of necessity to be limited in duration and coordinated with the Eucharist. 


After all this is said, one must still remember that however limited our fasting, if it is true fasting, it will lead to temptation, weakness, doubt, and irritation. In other terms, it will be a real fight and probably we shall fail many times. But the very discovery of Christian life as fight and effort is the essential aspect of fasting. A faith which has not overcome doubts and temptation is seldom a real faith. No progress in Christian life is possible, alas, without the bitter experience of failures. Too many people start fasting with enthusiasm and give up after the first failure. I would say that it is at this first failure that the real test comes. If after having failed and surrendered to our appetites and passions we start all over again and do not give up no matter how many times we fail, sooner or later our fasting will bear its spiritual fruits. Between holiness and disenchanted cynicism lies the great and divine virtue of patience—patience, first of all with ourselves. There is no shortcut to holiness; for every step we have to pay the full price. Thus it is better and safer to begin at a minimum—just slightly above our natural possibilities— and to increase our effort little by little, than to try jumping too high at the beginning and to break a few bones when falling back to earth. 


In summary: from a symbolic and nominal fast—the fast as obligation and custom—we must return to the real fast. Let it be limited and humble but consistent and serious. Let us honestly face our spiritual and physical capacity and act accordingly—remembering however that there is no fast without challenging that capacity, without introducing into our life a divine proof that things impossible with men are possible with God.

 

Supplemental Notes( on
I Fast and Pray as Christ Did 
1. Since the period of fasting is a sacred spiritual one, during which the person achieves spiritual development, it is proper that one should set some spiritual drills to convert these spiritual desires into a practical mode of living.

2. Spiritual drills vary from one person to another, in accordance with every person’s requirements. They also differ in the same person in accordance with his needs at certain times, based on his struggles and degree of development.
3. Drills pertaining to fasting:
a. Not eating certain kinds of food that are coveted

b. Reduction in the quantity of food or abstinence from certain food items

c. A partial stop from eating during a limited period and on a certain day

d. A total stop throughout the fasting period

e. Gradually advancing in the degree of ascetism and abstention from food

4. Drills pertaining to repentance:
a. Concentration on a point of weakness or a favorite sin

b. Quitting a certain bad habit or an addiction

c. Quitting a sin such as anger or condemnation

d. Rebuking yourself when you feel hungry or covet food

e. Praying for a weakness that is in you

f. Seclusion and silence drills

g. Resisting lost time drills

h. Fasting of the tongue

i. Penitence and self-abasement drills
5. Memorization drills:
a. Sermon on the Mount

b. Passages from the Agpeya

c. Absolutions of the Agpeya hours

d. Psalms

e. Selected Bible Verses

f. Verses in the order of the alphabet

g. Well-known Chapter of the Holy Bible: I Cor 13, Rom 12, I Thes 5:12-23, Eph 6:10-18, Phil 3:7-14.

h. Melodies & hymns

6. Prayer drills:

a. Praying on the road
b. Praying in the midst of people
c. Praying while working
d. Contemplating on prayers
e. Prolonging prayers
f. Praying with purity & spirituality
g. Praying for the sake of praying
h. Praying for others
i. Praying for those who offended you
7. Concern yourself with spiritual books that inflame your heart with God’s love, stimulate you, warmly lead you to prayer, and urge you to repent and lead a life of purity.
8. Train yourself in any virtue that your heart longs for; this may include tolerance, forbearance, calmness, meekness, decorum, respect for others, generosity, honesty in work, precision, discipline, etc.
 

NAME: ____________________________ 
first                                                 last                                                 . 
[image: image1.emf]I Fast and Pray as Christ Did 
Verse to Memorize:
	Give yourselves to fasting and prayer.

1 Corinthians 7:5


1. Fasting helps us
a) Be humble

b) Grow spiritually

c) Resist the sinful desires of the flesh

d) Control our behavior

e) All the above

2. “The flesh lusts ____________ the Spirit and the Spirit against the ____________, so that you ____________ do the things you would.”

3. List 3 activities that must always accompany fasting:

a) _____________________

b) _____________________

c) _____________________

4. Isaiah 58:6 & 7 emphasizes the inseparableness of fasting and 

a) Almsgiving

b) Contemplation

c) Repentance

d) Prayer

5. The manner and period of fasting should be under whose guidance? ____________________
6. Name 3 holy people, from the Old Testament, who fasted:

a) _____________________

b) _____________________

c) _____________________

7. Name 2 holy people, from the New Testament, who fasted:

a) _____________________

b) _____________________

( The Spirituality of Fasting, by H.H. Pope Shenouda III, translated by Mr. Sobhi Botros, Dar El Tebaa El Kawmia, 1990
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