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+ Fourteen reasons why fasting can be
a big blessing in our lives

+ Suggestions for dealing with a sinful
or destructive habit

The following is an excerpt from an excellent article by
Victor Parachin, which appeared in Catholic Digest, on
the practical benefits of fasting.

On February 6, 1756, a frightened and somber king of
England called for a day of solemn prayer and fasting.
Behind his call was the immediate threat of an invasion
and war by the French. Later that evening, John Wesley
recorded in his journal the powerful and positive effect
a day of fasting and prayer had upon the nation:

The fast day was a glorious day such as London has
scarce seen.... Every church in the city was more than
full, and a solemn seriousness sat on every face. Surely
God heareth prayer, and there will yet be a lengthening
of our tranquility.

In a footnote, he added: “Humility was turned into
national rejoicing, for the threatened invasion of the
French was averted.”

In spite of the fact that the Bible refers to fasting nearly
100 times, it remains a discipline that is absent from the
lives of many Christians. Yet, fasting is connected to
people whose lives were filled with spiritual power and
moral authority. Greater religious leaders such as
Moses, Elijah, Daniel, Jesus, Origen, Martin Luther,
Ignatius of Loyola and Jonathan Edwards were known
to fast, often for prolonged periods of time.

Although most Christians may not feel the need to do a
lengthy fast, there are benefits to be gained from even a
short period of self-denial.

Here are 14 reasons why fasting is a good discipline
to engage in periodically.

1. Fasting expands compassion. It is easy to talk about
the problem of world hunger, but the physical impact
and emotional awareness is heightened when we do
without food. “My sensitivity to the plight of the poor
increased,” said one woman who fasted. “Eating only
one meal a day made me tired and resentful and mine
was a voluntary fast. What was it like for those who

were lucky to get one meal a day? I couldn’t be
indifferent to their suffering once I’d shared it.”

2. Fasting is a way of preparing to meet a major
challenge. People in the bible who faced great trials and
troubles often dealt with them through prayer and
fasting. Whenever special courage, insight or strength
was needed, they turned to prayer combined with
fasting. For example, before Queen Esther approached
the king asking him to spare the Jews from destruction,
she asked her people to spend three days in prayer and
fasting. She felt that such a difficult enterprise needed
prayers fortified by fasting if her effort was to be
successful. “When this is done, I will go to the king,
even though it is against the law. And if I perish, I
perish,” she said (Est. 4:16).

Consequently, Esther approached the king with
confidence and boldness, persuading him to reverse an
edict that called for the annihilation of the Jews. A
modern application would be to spend time in prayer
and fasting whenever a personal or professional crisis
looms.

3. Fasting can enlighten others. This use of fasting as
a teaching tool and a moral imperative to change was
exercised by Mahatma Gandhi. Early in the struggle
against British rule over India, Gandhi conducted a fast
in prison for the violent excesses of his followers who
did not practice his teaching of nonviolence against
British authorities. Later, Gandhi fasted to persuade the
government to remove discriminatory laws against
people considered “untouchable.”

4. Fasting improves physical health. Increasing
evidence indicates that people are healthier and live
longer when calories are reduced. Health researchers
state that caloric restrictions extend health as well as
life, dramatically lowering the risk of many age-related
problems, including most cancers, heart disease and
diabetes. One example comes from residents of
Okinawa where calorie consumption is 30 percent
below Japanese norms. The island’s residents have an
unusually high percentage of centenarians.

5. Fasting benefits others. There are practical
opportunities connected with fasting. The money saved
by not eating can be shared with others. Consider the
experience of Ron, a Midwest attorney. “Most workdays



I eat lunch out at a restaurant, usually with clients or
colleagues. Last year, during Lent, I decided to skip
lunch once a week. I remained in my office reading
devotional materials and offering prayers. Each week [
set aside the money I would have spent on lunch. When
Lent was over, I mailed a check off to a homeless shelter
in the community.”

6. Fasting creates more time for additional spiritual
disciplines. Beware of saying, “I haven’t time to read
the Bible, or to pray”; say rather, “I haven’t disciplined
myselfto do these things,” noted Scottish minister and
author Oswald Chamber. Busy people in various
professions are often forced to skip meals in order to
meet emergencies and assist others. Likewise,
Christians can find good use of the additional time
created by not having to prepare and eat a meal.

7. Fasting is good for the soul. “Irrational feeding
darkens the soul and makes it unfit for spiritual
experiences,” observed Thomas Aquinas. Those who
fast report that the practice leads to spiritual renewal,
increased insight, deeper commitment, clarity of life
purpose and greater intimacy with God.

8. Fasting is a reminder that we do not live by
“bread alone.” Although food provides physical
strength and energy for the body, the discipline of
fasting provides the soul with stamina and vitality. In
the New Testament, Jesus quoted from Deuteronomy
8:3, “Man does not live by bread alone but on every
word that comes from the mouth of God.” Behind that
statement is the truth that people experience a hunger
that cannot be filled merely by food and other material
things. Ultimately, meaning, satisfaction and fulfillment
in life result from a healthy relationship to God. Fasting
is one way of nurturing that relationship.

9. Fasting is a positive response against materialism.
“We are constantly bombarded by advertising telling us
that we must have this or that to be healthy, happy,
popular or wise,” said Allen S. Maller, Rabbi of Temple
Akiba in Culver City, Colorado. “By fasting, we assert
that we need not be totally dependent on external things,
even such essentials as food. If our most basic need for
food and drink can be suspended for 24 hours, how
much more our needs for all the nonessentials?”

10. Fasting creates more physical and mental energy.
Ironically, going without a meal often results in greater
energy and vitality. German physician, Dr. Hellmut
Lutzner, author of Successful Fasting, observed:
Strength, speed, perseverance and concentration are
by no means a function of your food intake. On the
contrary, you think better and more quickly when your
stomach is not full. What mountain climber would eat
Just before his climb? A runner will never reach her

peak performance if she eats just before the start of the
race.

The same principles apply to the spiritual life. An
overloaded stomach can interfere with prayer by making
us feel sluggish and tired.

11. Fasting helps us appreciate things more. One man
who fasted over a weekend broke his fast with a simple
meal of soup. “After not eating for two days, the soup
tasted unbelievably delicious,” he said. “Every spoonful
was like eating from an entire banquet. Prior to my
fasting experience [ would have merely eaten the soup
without any awareness of its flavor, texture or taste.”

12. Fasting strengthens virtues and weakens vices.
“All great virtues bear the imprint of self-denial,”
observed Unitarian minister and essayist William Ellery
Channing. Time in prayer combined with denial of food
is effective in expanding the boundaries of the heart and
soul. People who pray and fast regularly often
experience compassion, kindness, sensitivity and love
for others. They become less judgmental and more
understanding. True humility is developed while false
pride is reduced.

13. Fasting is good for self-discipline. Many people
operate on the premise that a primary goal in life is to
always be happy and free of pain or discomfort. Our
culture makes it easy for us to become extremely self-
indulgent. We are in danger of becoming less resilient
than our pioneer ancestors. Fasting is an effective
antidote to the increasing “softness” in life. A life that
reaches out for every comfort and pleasure becomes
weak, sluggish, flaccid and fragile. It is a life devoid of
fulfillment and meaning. “No pain, no balm; no cross,
no crown,” noted William Penn.

14. Fasting is a way of following the example of
Christ and the apostles. Prior to his public ministry,
Jesus spent 40 days in prayer and fasting (Mt. 4:1). Also,
Jesus expected his followers to fast. He said, “when you
fast,” not “if you fast,” in Matthew 6:16. The
missionary team of Paul and Barnabas is reported in
Scripture as fasting frequently before important
decisions concerning the Early Church ministry (Acts
13:2-3; 14:23). What better model can we follow? [End of
article]

(© Copyright 2009 Catholic Digest. Used with permission.)

Reflection questions:

¢ Which of the above 14 reasons for fasting spoke to
you most? Why?

¢ What, if anything, do you need to fast from to make
room for spiritual reading and prayer?



Suggestion: Turn off or cut back on listening/watching
CNN, MSNBC or Fox News. Substitute Catholic radio,
Christian music, or better yet, silence.

Suggestions for dealing with a sinful or
destructive habit

Because we are weak, imperfect, and human, we all
deal with habits that are destructive or sinful in our
lives. They are obstacles to our becoming more like
Jesus. The following are some suggestions that
could help us in dealing with a bad or sinful habit.

Naming the habit. Before we can kick a bad habit,
we must be prepared to name it. Someone with a
short fuse may say: “That’s easy. I know I’'m an
impatient person.” But sometimes we may have a
hard time naming a bad habit. Recently, I talked
with a woman who had gotten into the bad habit of
missing Mass on Sunday. She said she simply did
not know why. She was unable to name the
obstacle. In a case like this, our prayer might be:
“Holy Spirit, help me to name what is keeping me
from faithfully going to Mass on Sunday.” So when
it comes to dealing with a bad or sinful habit, our
first challenge is to name it. It is good to recognize
our strong  resistance to naming the bad habit.

Owning the bad habit. Sometimes we may have a
hard time owning the fact that we have a particular
bad habit, usually because we are not ready to do the
difficult work of getting rid of it.

Lack of readiness to deal with a bad habit. We may
be able to say: “I’'m very impatient”; “I’m
judgmental”; “I have an issue with lust and
pornography, alcohol, overeating, etc., but right
now, I’'m not willing or ready to deal with this
character defect. In this case, we are like St.
Augustine who prayed: “Lord, make me pure but not
yet.”

Suggestions for fighting a bad habit or weakness

Suggestion #1: Begin each day with a prayer like
that recited at Alcoholics Anonymous. “Lord, [
can’t, but you can. Help me this day (or even this
hour. Lord, you know my weakness (be it
impatience, road rage, lust, etc.). I totally admit my
inability to overcome this sinful habit. But I do
believe (or want to believe) that you can give me the
grace and strength I need this day (if need be this
hour) to ‘say no’ to this weakness of mine.”

Suggestion #2: Be determined to make fighting the
bad habit the main focus of our day. We must be
aware of the triggers that often cause us to give in
to a particular weakness in our life. We may know
all too well what our spouse or friend will do or say
that stirs us to respond with impatience or anger. We
may know what factors lead us to give in to
pornography. In such moments, we should be ready
to put on the ‘armor of God’ and ‘fight the good
fight’ against the particular sinful habit.
Suggestion #3: Fasting from things we like can help
us to grow the ‘spiritual muscles’ we need to ‘say
no’ to our sinful tendencies and habits. When the
Apostles failed to cast out some demon, Jesus said:
“This kind can only be cast out with prayer and
fasting.”

Suggestion #4: Regular use of the Sacrament of
Reconciliation can be a big help as we struggle with
a sinful habit. A trip to the confessional should
involve a sincere examination of conscience and the
naming of ways we have failed since our last
confession. We can also ask the priest to pray for
our deliverance from some sin that may have a
strong hold over us. (For more on this, see my book
on Forgiveness, pages 37-39.)

Suggestion #5: Do the following nightly check on
how we did during the day:

¢ Name any failures and ask the Lord’s mercy.

¢ Also name successes—times when we were very
tempted to be impatient, to explode in anger, to
look at pornography—but with the grace of God
and our own determination we said ‘no.” For
these victories over temptation, we give praise to
God.

¢ End by asking the Lord to give us a good night’s
sleep and to be ready to do battle again the next
day.

If our efforts to change are hopelessly failing, then
perhaps it is time to seek out the help of a spiritual
or psychological counsellor.

Have a blessed week,
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