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REFLECTIONS ON THE READING (10 Minutes)

For Jesus in Luke 4:1-13, immediately after he is baptized and as he prepares to begin min-
istry, Jesus is driven by the Spirit into the wilderness. Ask for a participant to reflect on a time
‘when she or he was “driven” through a wilderness experience. What did it feel like? Empty?
Lonely? Was a difficult decision the reason for the wilderness? Did the desert experience offer
clarity about a purpose or the future?

Some Christian traditions include fasting as a regular weekly practice. Greek Orthodox Chris-
tians practice fasting on Wednesday and Fridays. John Wesley adopted this practice too.

Ask participants to reflect on the following statements from the chapter:

+ “Despite all the ways we normally behave as if we are in control, we are not” (p. 44).

« “As we bring into prayer the suffering of those for whom we fast, we simultaneously feel
our own weakness” (p. 44).

- “Fasting returns us to our deep dependence upon God” (p. 44).

VIDEO SEGMENT (15 Minutes)

Video segment featuring Elaine A. Heath, author of Five Means of Grace, in conversation with
theology professor Joerg Rieger.

VIDEO DISCUSSION QUESTIONS (15 Minutes)

1. Asyouread this chapter about fasting or watched the video conversation, what did
you learn that was new? What challenged you?

2. Inthis session, fasting is linked with intercessory prayer, illustrated with the
Gospel story about the boy whom the disciples couldn’t help even though they had
ameasure of faith. When, if ever, have you encountered a situation that required
deep intercessory prayer that included fasting, and then saw a breakthrough?

3. Elaine says, “Fasting brings us into solidarity with other people who are suffering,
and that changes us.” How can fasting be both a channel for grace in your own life
and a way to share grace with others?

4. What is the difference between compassion, advocacy, and solidarity?
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PRACTICAL APPLICATION (5 Minutes)

In your group, decide on a common fast of some kind that you can practice for the coming
‘week. When your group meets next week for its final session, discuss how you experienced the
fast.

LOOKING AHEAD AND CLOSING PRAYER (5 Minutes)

Have the class share joys and prayer concerns, and invite them to be in prayer for each other
over the coming week. Invite someone to close in prayer.
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Fasting

As we consider why John Wesley included fasting as means of grace for all time and all
people, it is prudent to remember his closing comments in the sermon “The Means of
Grace.” None of the five means, including fasting, has spiritual merit in and of itself.
Each means of grace is but a channel through which God might move. Without a God-
‘ward heart, fasting is only a “poor, dead, empty thing: separate from God, it is a dry

leaf, a shadow.”* As we take up the spiritual discipline of fasting in the way of Wesley,
then, the appropriate posture is one of humility and openness to God, both to present
ourselves vulnerably to God and to open ourselves to receive direction and blessing from
God.

The Didache, a first-century manual for Christian faith and practice, advises fasting
on Wednesdays and Fridays. In his treatise “De leiunio” (On Fasting), theologian Tertul-
lian (155-240 CE) followed suit, recommending fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays
from morning until the ninth hour. For these reasons John Wesley, an avid student of
the early practices of the church, fasted on Wednesdays and Fridays, breaking his fast
with afternoon tea.” While the early church had a long list of reasons for fasting, from
conquest of bodily appetite to spiritual warfare, there is no command to fast in the New
Testament. Jesus was in fact criticized for not making his disciples fast (Matt 9:14-17).
However, Jesus did fast in the wilderness as part of his preparation for public ministry.

To understand the purpose of fasting let’s consider two narratives from the New
Testament. The first story is found in Matthew 17 and Mark 9. Jesus and his inner circle
of disciples—Peter, James, and John—have just experienced the extraordinary trans-
figuration of Jesus on a high mountain. They have seen Moses and Elijah in glorified
states, talking with Jesus who is dazzling in white garments. Immediately after the
events on the mountain, Jesus and the three return to the valley where the rest of the
disciples are exhausted from failed attempts to heal a boy with epilepsy who, according
to both accounts, is also demonically oppressed. To make matters worse, a large crowd
has gathered and an argument is underway as the legal experts offer their opinions. As
he observes the situation, Jesus asks in frustration, “You faithless generation, how long
‘will I be with you? How long will I put up with you? Bring him to me” (Mark 9:19 CEB).
Jesus then heals the boy and throws out the unclean spirit. Later, in private, he tells the
defeated disciples that “throwing this kind of spirit out requires prayer” (Mark 9:29 CEB).
In some ancient manuscripts of Matthew and Mark, Jesus says, “through prayer and fast-
ing.” The King James Version of the Bible, which was the standard English translation in
‘Wesley's day, includes the words “and fasting.”
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The practice of fasting in this story (according to the ancient texts and the King
James Version) is linked to both a prayer of discernment and authority over sickness and
evil. That is, for some challenges to Christian faith and practice, fasting is an essential
element of prayer. Fasting prepares the whole person—body, mind, and spirit—to carry

Luke 4:1-13 {llustrates how fasting prepared him for the launch of his public ministry.
Let's enter that story now, with our spiritual senses sharply attuned to what Jesus expe-
riences and why. Using a method of reading Scripture that Ignatius of Loyola, a favorite
of John Wesley's, recommends, we will “enter the story” with a “sanctified imagination”
as Jesus’s companion during his temptation.

As the Spirit drives Jesus into the wilderness, we reluctantly follow our Lord. We
don’t wish to suffer privation in the wilderness, nor do we wish to learn the true mean-
ing of blessing. We want to name abundance as blessing. Health. Friends. Being without
need. But Jesus takes us into the wilderness of extremity, which becomes the Wilder-
ness School of Blessing and Discernment. After many days of hunger, while denied the
essential building blocks of life, Jesus’s body and mind begin to wither from duress. He
is weak, hungry, exhausted, and alone. In this state of extreme privation Satan comes to
tempt Jesus. Is he really blessed? Mustn’t he now take care of himself since he is clearly
on his own?*

Jane Lyons of Australia is a renowned artist who painted the temptation in the
wilderness in various scenes, all captured on one large panel. Between the scenes she
penned the story from Matthew 4:1-11. Satan is very handsome. He looks like Prince
Charming in a Disney tale with his ermine-trimmed robe. Jesus, in stark contrast, seems
near death. He lies on the ground exhausted in a premonition of his descent from the
cross. On his earthen deathbed—deprived of human comfort, food, water, and shelter—
Jesus embodies all humanity that groans under impossible poverty. He becomes moth-
ers and children in South Sudan, withering away under the sun because of wartime
poverty. He becomes HIV/AIDS patients withering away in loneliness because they have
been cut off from family and the hope of a future. Jesus becomes 21 percent of children
in the United States who live in the impoverished wilderness where they were born.*
Jesus suffers in “the least of these,” and the lie is always that the blessing has been re-
moved and they’re on their own.

‘We find ourselves asking the question: what must we do? Jane Lyons shows us the
answer in her portrayal of the final words of Mark’s account. Angels attend to the emaci-
ated Jesus. They wash his feet, comb his hair, bring food and drink. They hold him. They
sing to him. They won’t let him go. They love him back into wholeness. That’s our job
—to be the angels who tend to Jesus who is, in the words of Mother Teresa of Calcutta,
so often in a distressing disguise. Jesus is found in “the least of these,” people who are
vulnerable, suffering, disempowered, oppressed, and at the mercy of others. The call to
become the angels, the bearers and doers of good news, is the discernment that emerges
along the way. The blessing is that we do so not alone but in partnership with God.

Another vocational dimension appears in this Wilderness School of Discernment
for Jesus, which is manifest in the timing of the experience. The Spirit drives Jesus into
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the wilderness immediately after his baptism and prior to the launch of his ministry. Jesus
heard his heavenly Father say, “This is my Son whom I dearly love; I find happiness in
him” (Matt 3:17 CEB). Now he must go into the desert of temptation where his identity
as God’s dearly loved Son will be tested again and again. It’s precisely at the point of great
physical need that his spiritual identity comes under attack. If Jesus is to carry out the
mission, he must be clear about his identity and able to stand in his authority over and
over during opposition from his critics. He must be strong when his disciples are weak.
He must be able to discern quickly, from one situation to the next, what is required and
what he must do or not do. The temptations in the wilderness prepare him for these
challenges.

The journey we take in the wilderness with Jesus is in some ways a template for the
journey we always take when we fast. As we enter the emptiness and loneliness of fast-
ing, we increasingly encounter our own vulnerability. Without water, food, and shelter
‘we cannot survive in this world. Even a brief and limited fast, such as Wednesdays and
Fridays from morning till late afternoon, brings to our bodily and emotional awareness
our constant creaturely need. Despite all the ways we normally behave as if we are in
control, we are not. Life is fragile, not to be taken for granted. Fasting is the primary
spiritual discipline that brings us back to our vulnerability. Fasting returns us to our
deep dependence upon God, which is the fundamental posture of prayer. We are brought
into an experience in which we must remember that we, like Jesus, are God’s dearly loved
sons and daughters. As we bring into prayer the suffering of those for whom we fast,

‘we simultaneously feel our own weakness. We must keep remembering our identity as
God'’s beloved, keep remembering the promises of God, and keep surrendering ourselves
to God’s care.

Like you, I have experienced complex problems with no clear way forward. During
one of these challenges I contacted several friends to ask for prayer, and three im-
mediately promised not only to pray but to fast and pray together until there was a
breakthrough. As we exchanged text messages, they reminded each other and me that
this kind of problem is resolved through prayer and fasting. Friendship deepened as they
leaned into the challenge, trusting God together. I marveled at their love and their spir-
itual vision. As the days went by, God gave discernment and wisdom. Through it all, my
friends continued to fast until resolution came.

Each means of grace empties us of ego and selfishness. During seemingly impossible
challenges, the spiritual discipline of fasting truly empties us as we pour ourselves out
for others in prayer and faith. Sometimes we might say to a friend, “I will pray. Keep me
posted.” But sometimes friends do so much more. They give themselves—body, mind,
and spirit—to the ministry of fasting and intercession so that God’s will might be done,
so that you remain grounded as God’s dearly loved child during difficult challenges.

Marjorie Thompson describes fasting as a practice of abstinence, not just from food
but from activities and attachments that consume our lives, such as social media, tele-
vision, and the like.” In the Epworth Project, the network of new monastic communities
administered by the Missional Wisdom Foundation, some houses regularly fast from
electronics and social media because abstaining from their devices and the Internet
is more challenging than forgoing meals for busy young adults. Time spent without
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electronics opens space for residents to reorient themselves, to reflect and pray for their
neighbors.

Lent is the season in the liturgical year when many Christians practice a sustained
fast. In this case fasting is an act of contrition for the ways in which we have failed to live
up to the task of following Jesus. Many years ago, when my family and I had just moved
to Dallas, Texas, as Lent approached I began to pray about what to “give up for Lent,”
‘which is to say, how I should focus my fast. God spoke to me in an unexpected way, say-
ing that it was time to give up being a hermit in my own neighborhood. As I sputtered
internally, I realized that I was a little too fond of the isolation that is possible with high
privacy fences and garages. It was easy to not know anyone in my neighborhood. My in-
troverted self liked all that solitude.

That night over dinner I told my family what I was sensing in prayer, and I asked
whether they would be open to inviting neighbors for potluck dinners on Tuesdays in
March. I hoped they would resist because the idea of cold-calling neighbors to invite
them to dinner was about as much fun for me as a painful dental appointment. My heart
sank when they said it was a great idea.

So it was that I made a simple invitation that announced Tuesday Dinners in March,
‘with an ethnic theme for each week, including Irish food on the week of Saint Patrick’s
Day. I put a note at the bottom that we were not selling anything but that we simply
‘wanted to get to know our neighbors. With trepidation I went to each house on our
block, inviting people. The first night about fifteen neighbors came. The next week there
‘were even more. On the third week one of our neighbors said she was having so much
fun she wanted to continue into the future, only with different houses hosting the meals
and moving to a monthly format after March. She pulled out a pen and paper and offered
to get people to sign up. The neighborhood potlucks led to the development of real com-
munity in our neighborhood, including spiritual friendships for some people. By the
time we moved away ten years later, the dinners were still going strong with twenty-
five to forty people present each month. Through that experience I learned that when
‘we abstain from an activity, attitude, or practice as a God-breathed spiritual fast, space
opens within our hearts and lives for God’s creative power. God empties us so that we
have room for something new.

In Celebration of Discipline, Richard Foster observes, “More than any other Discipline,
fasting reveals the things that control us. This is a wonderful benefit to the true disciple
‘who longs to be transformed into the image of Christ. We cover up what is inside us with
food and other good things, but in fasting these things surface.”®

John Wesley taught us that spiritual transformation or growth in holiness not only
empowers us for a more meaningful life individually, it also fills us with the Holy Spirit
so that we can more fully engage in God’s work of making all things new in the world.
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Reflection Questions for Chapter 4: Fasting
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. From Wesley’s perspective, without a Godward heart fasting is only a “poor,

dead, empty thing: separate from God, it is a dry leaf, a shadow.” Describe ways
in which you have experienced religious practices or rituals that felt like “dry
leaves” or “shadows.”

. As you read this chapter about fasting, what did you learn that was new? What

challenged you?

. In this chapter fasting is linked with intercessory prayer, illustrated with the

Gospel story about the boy whom the disciples could not help even though
they had a measure of faith. When, if ever, have you encountered a situation
that required deep intercessory prayer that included fasting and then saw a
breakthrough?

. If you have ever fasted for spiritual or other reasons, describe what you experi-

enced and what you learned.

. In today’s world in which many people suffer from anorexia and bulimia, a fast

from food is not always healthy physically or spiritually. What might be a good
alternative fast?

. In this chapter, you read the story of Elaine and her family taking up a practice of

neighborhood hospitality during Lent, which caused them to give up anonymity
in their neighborhood. If you were to fast by taking up a practice that causes you
to give up something else, what would it be?
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Session 5

Four: Fasting

INTRODUCTION

Abundance can be a blessing. We give thanks for abundant friends, family, health, and food.
And for that reason, fasting is probably the most challenging practice for Protestant Christians,
most of whom rarely miss a meal.

As ameans of grace, fasting is based in denial. Fasting is a no. When Christians fast as a spiri-
tual practice, we accept the denial of a relentless need in the body, mind, or spirit. Yet fasting also
reminds us that our needs can be selfish and addictive. In the midst of distraction by gluttony, it
is difficult to experience God’s love for others. It can also make it more difficult to love oneself.

This session will help your class

1. learn how deep intercessory fasting can channel God’s grace for others who suffer;
2. reflect on the spiritual and physical reasons for fasting; and

3. recognize that fasting prepares the body, mind, and spirit for carrying out God’s
mission.

GATHERING (5 Minutes)

Invite participants to reflect on the following image in the opening paragraph of the chapter,
taken from John Wesley’s sermon “Means of Grace” in which he says that fasting without a
properly motivated heart is only a “poor, dead, empty thing: separate from God, it is a dry leaf, a
shadow.” Describe ways in which you have experienced religious practices or rituals that felt like
“dry leaves” or “shadows.”

Focus on the analogy to a dry leaf. Ask for a participant to share about the benefits from a
fasting experience.

Ask another participant to open the session with a word of prayer.




