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“FAsting And bodiLy PrePArAtions  
Are A good externAL disciPLine”

Some years ago at a Lutheran World Federation event I 
witnessed the following scene.
A young man from Scandinavia, whose self-presentation 

was self-consciously edgy, stood up and proposed that the 
LwF promote a policy among member churches to encour-
age abstention from meat one day a week in recognition of  
the deleterious effect of  livestock pollution on the climate.

Immediately afterwards 
another young man from 
Scandinavia, who had more 
of  the Jesus look about him 
with a beard and long hair 
and a wooden cross hanging 
from his neck, stood up to 
affirm the motion and sug-
gest that the appointed day 
be Friday, in remembrance 
of  our Lord’s crucifixion and 
in keeping with the ancient tradition of  the church.

To which the first young man countered that this choice 
of  day was sure to be a failure since people like to go out 
partying on Friday nights and wouldn’t be much inclined 
toward abstention. (This elicited a guffaw from the crowd.)

Then a third person stood up, a black bishop from South 
Africa. He said that the motion assumed all members of  
the LwF to have regular, cheap, and easy access to meat, 
which was most certainly not the case, rendering the idea 
both irrelevant and obnoxious.

At which point the motion died a well-deserved death.
The Lutheran ethos tends to think that the church has 

no business promoting such microregulations of  people’s 

behavior, even in the name of  an ethical or devotional 
good, and I am not inclined to argue the point, especially 
after watching this episode unfold. It also alerted me to the 
fraught nature of  any conversation around fasting.

Hence the warning that precedes what follows: in com-
mending the practice of  fasting, I am not at all interested 
in laying a burden of  guilt or obligation on anybody, mak-

ing it sound like a superior or 
more committed version of  
Christian life, advocating for 
a new church policy, or any-
thing of  the sort. The church 
fathers were great fans of  
fasting, but even they con-
tinually asserted that feasting 
with a pure heart is in every 
way preferable to the showy 
fasting of  the impious.

Thus, what follows on fasting is not a matter of  law or 
gospel. God does not command it (sometimes even forbids 
it: see Isaiah 58), and no promises of  salvation are attached 
to it. It could be called a matter of  freedom, unless that 
turned into a case of  “I’m a million times freer than thou 
art.” The New Testament examples depict fasting as a 
practice voluntarily undertaken at human initiative rather 
than a matter of  obedience to God (Matthew 4 and 9, Luke 
2:37, Acts 13:2–3 and 14:23), though the resultant condi-
tioning of  body and soul may turn out to be beneficial and 
blessed by God.

Better to think of  fasting, then, as falling in the unglam-
orous category of  “the mortification of  the flesh.” Christ-
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ians can undertake such practices if  
they prove useful to a good end, and 
can ignore or discard them if  they’re 
not. “Let not the one who eats despise 
the one who abstains, and let not the 
one who abstains pass judgment on 
the one who eats” (Romans 14:3).

I came to give fasting a try by way of  
Lent. In my youthful yearnings for 

the very microregulations that Luther-
anism would not grant me as a handy 
means of  proving my religiosity, I 
came to like Lent best of  all the sea-
sons of  the church year because there 
was something I could do. Or rather, 
not do. I variously gave up dairy 
products and profanity, sacrificing a 
precious laundry quarter for each vio-
lation of  the latter. In seminary I real-
ized that I had become all too proud 
of  my Lenten sacrifices—especially 
at a Presbyterian school where such 
things were uncommon—so if  anyone 
happened to ask what I was giving up 
for Lent, I would say, “I made a deci-
sion not to talk about it so as not to 

become proud of  what I’m doing.” 
Boy, did that strategy ever backfire.

Once I got married we adopted the 
habit of  eating vegetarian through 
Lent, but that kind of  backfired, too. 

I am such an avid cook that the chal-
lenge of  eating without meat made 
the six weeks more fun than sacrificial 
(assuming sacrificiality to be the point, 
which is debatable). It reminded me 
of  my year working at First Things and 
eating through Lent with Richard 
John Neuhaus, which meant giving 
up steak and lamb chops in favor of  
lobster, scallops, and crab legs. Ortho-
dox friends who keep their severe fast 
assure me it’s much better to do so on 
a Middle Eastern diet than a Russian 
one—tahini and pine nuts vs. boiled 
beets and cabbage is an easy choice. 
The point being: any kind of  eating 
can be adapted for pleasure, which 
makes sense in long-term or manda-
tory situations, but in my own entirely 
voluntary case tended to obscure the 
purpose of  the exercise.

Still longing to feel the pain of  
Lent on some level, I thought I’d try 
“water fasting”—that is, nothing but 
water. Though there are a variety of  
Christian fasts, from bread and water 
to vegan to (more recently) fruit juice 
and other liquids, water fasting has a 
fine Christian pedigree and, bonus, 
would neatly counteract my ambitious 
cooking habits. I decided I was just 
going to trust the practice for the time 
being and see what happened.

For reasons that had little to do 
with piety and more to do with the 
family’s weekly schedule, I opted for a 
twenty-four hour fast from after din-
ner on Thursday to dinner on Friday. 
The first ten or twelve hours were easy 
because I was either full or asleep. 
The second half  was harder. I spent 
the day in a state of  panic, more psy-
chological than physical. Not eating!! 
Will I survive this?! It was probably the 
most frantically productive day of  my 
life, as I tried to fill in all that time not 
cooking and not eating. I wouldn’t call 
it a particularly happy day, or a devout 
one, either. I’m still rather mystified by 
the idea that fasting focuses the mind 
on God or enables prayer. Instead 
my mind likes to dance out visions of  
sugarplums—followed by tacos al pas-
tor, very dark chocolate, spicy curries, 
oozing cheeseburgers, stinky French 

cheese, hot biscuits right out of  the 
oven… as if  I wasn’t eating because 
I’d forgotten how good food tastes 
and wouldn’t a reminder be helpful 
right about now? But then six o’clock 
rolled around, we had dinner, and the 
panic subsided, to be replaced with a 
kind of  wonder. It can be done! It got 
easier after that, simply because of  the 
knowledge that I’d done it once before. 
Over time I experimented with longer 
fasts, too.

I’m doubtful that fasting has set my 
mind more on God in any overt way 
or disinclined me to sin, as the church 
fathers would have hoped. Nor did I 
take part in a communal practice (part 
of  the rationale behind Ramadan), 
though I did have an eye on possible 
health benefits,1 rendering my experi-
ments with fasting very modern, very 
individualistic, and very American. 
Given my time and place in human 
history, it’s hard to see how they could 
be otherwise.2 Whatever the motiva-
tions, though, the practice of  fasting 
itself  did prompt some insights about 
self  and society.

Americans flip-flop between two 
opposite impulses. One is the spir-

itualist, gnostic notion that it doesn’t 
matter what we do with our bodies 
because all that matters is what’s in the 
“heart.” You hear identical rhetoric to 
this effect from the most earnest of  
Evangelicals (usually either to explain 
away naughty heroes of  the Bible or 
to condemn “Catholic” observances) 
to the most secular of  souls, includ-
ing the kind of  Christians who need 
to prove that being Christian doesn’t 
make them stuffy so they put a pre-
mium on pretend-offensive behaviors 
and sometimes even on really offen-
sive behaviors. Luther saw through 
this ruse half  a millennium ago.

There are very many who, when 
they hear of  this freedom of  
faith, immediately turn it into an 
occasion for the flesh and think 
that now all things are allowed 
them. They want to show that 
they are free men and Christians 
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only by despising and finding 
fault with ceremonies, traditions, 
and human laws; as if  they were 
Christians because on stated 
days they do not fast or eat meat 
when others fast, or because 
they do not use the accustomed 
prayers, and with upturned nose 
scoff at the precepts of  men, 
although they utterly disre-
gard all else that pertains to the 
Christian religion.

Then, at the exact same time, Ameri-
cans hold to the abjectly materialistic 
conviction that the body is all that 
there is, regarding it as a capital asset 
to be invested and profited upon, 
which manifests itself  in such peculiar 
ranges of  activity as body-sculpting 
through diet and exercise, health fads, 
curated fashion, or indeed ostenta-
tious religious practices of  all kinds 
that effectively virtue-signal mastery 
over the flesh, not to mention lesser 
disciples. To which again Luther:

The extreme opposite of  these 
[who abuse freedom] are those 
who rely for their salvation solely 
on their reverent observance of  
ceremonies, as if  they would 
be saved because on certain 
days they fast or abstain from 
meats, or pray certain prayers; 
these make a boast of  the pre-
cepts of  the church and of  the 
fathers, and do not care a fig for 
the things which are of  essence 
of  our faith. Plainly, both are in 
error because they neglect the 
weightier things which are ne-
cessary to salvation, and quar-
rel so noisily about trifling and 
unnecessary matters.3

The result is a schizophrenic sunder-
ing of  body and soul, with an accom-
panying incoherent ethic that can’t 
see the connection between personal 
virtue and social justice. One is always 
preferred to the near-exclusion of  the 
other, and God becomes an instru-
mentalized strategy for enforcement.

Against all of  these errors, let’s hear 
one more time from Luther’s more 

wholistic vision. After laying out the 
nature of  “alien righteousness”—that 
which is God’s alone and given to us 
purely as a gift through faith in Jesus 
Christ—Luther goes on to describe 
“proper righteousness.”

The second kind of  righteous-
ness is our proper righteousness, 
not because we alone work it, 
but because we work with that 
first and alien righteousness. 
This is that manner of  life spent 
profitably in good works, in the 
first place, in slaying the flesh 
and crucifying the desires with 
respect to the self, of  which we 
read in Gal. 5[:24]: “And those 
who belong to Christ Jesus have 
crucified the flesh with its pas-
sions and desires.” In the second 
place, this righteousness consists 
in love to one’s neighbor, and in 
the third place, in meekness and 
fear toward God. The Apostle 
is full of  references to these, as 
is all the rest of  Scripture. He 
briefly summarizes everything, 
however, in Titus 2[:12]: “In 
this world let us live soberly (per-
taining to crucifying one’s own 
flesh), justly (referring to one’s 
neighbor), and devoutly (relating 
to God).”4

Will fasting assist in the task of  liv-
ing soberly, justly, and devoutly? Not 
necessarily. Fasting can be exploited 
just like any other practice: for the 
accumulation of  personal religious 
credits (as Jesus criticized in the Phari-
sees, Matthew 6:16) or to score social 
justice points while avoiding the costly 
work of  mortifying the flesh (as in 
climate fasting or so-called “hunger 
banquets”). But just as fasting can be 
exploited, so also can it be turned to a 
good purpose, as I was startled to find 
right there in the Small Catechism 
when Luther discusses worthiness 
for approaching the Lord’s Supper: 
“Fasting and bodily preparations are 
a good external discipline.” They are 
not necessary, and they don’t make us 
worthy to receive—but they may help 
us receive in the right way.

Fasting—as learning to receive 
rightly, rather than to act rightly—
speaks therefore pointedly to the 
American culture of  striving and 
excess. We suffocate under mountains 
of  stuff and hear constant appeals to 
work harder so we can consume more. 

The result is a distorted relationship 
to the gifts of  creation—work and 
food and all the rest. “For Christians,” 
writes Orthodox theologian Athana-
sios N. Papathanasiou, “receiving food 
is an act of  thanksgiving and experi-
encing the world as a gift. Yet, abstain-
ing from food is a confession that the 
world is not the source of  life. The feast 
is a sign of  the joyful Kingdom, while 
fasting declares that the Kingdom in its 
completeness is still expected.”5

As an effort to “live soberly”—fol-
lowing Titus—and as a rejection 

of  obedience to passing appetites, fast-
ing may recalibrate our relationship to 
our own hunger. Because we are con-
stantly instructed to eat—whether by 
advertisements or the well-meaning 
pressure of  relatives—we have little 
sense anymore of  what hunger is 
actually like. Fasting encourages criti-
cal distance from the growling tummy. 
It alerts the body to the difference 
between real and engineered hun-
ger. Even real hunger gets dethroned 
during a fast. And it sends home the 
very real point that you cannot out-
source the pains and passions of  your 
own body to another: you, and you 
alone, have to deal with them. On the 
other hand, there is nothing like going 
without food for awhile to make you 
receive your food with ardent thanks. 
As a bonus, it tastes better after a 
break, too. Why should mortification 
not have its thrills?

Living “soberly” this way in turn 

Fasting speaks 
pointedly to the 

American culture of  
striving and excess.
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feeds our ability to “live justly” with 
regard to the neighbor. When I fasted, 
I discovered that I missed the mark-
ing of  time with the rest of  the world 
through the daily pattern of  meals just 
as much as the food, and even more 
so the company I kept while eating 
them. The result was rediscovering 
the essentially communal nature of  
eating—again, a corrective to our cul-
ture’s urging toward constant, furtive, 
and isolated consumption in response 
to the slightest twinge. Training in fast-
ing is also useful for serving the neigh-
bor in less pleasant circumstances: for 
example, waiting in the hospital with 
anxious family members, comfort-
ing the grieving, making time for an 
unexpected encounter, or hanging 
on through an endless but important 
meeting—all of  which hunger might 
like to interrupt at the expense of  the 
needs of  others. Fasting may teach us 
to pay more attention to our neigh-
bors than to our stomachs when the 
situation requires it.

Lutherans might well concede the 
first two points but be doubtful that 
fasting is of  much use in the call to 
“live devoutly.” Assuredly, God has 
no need of  our fasting. Luther rightly 
instructs us to direct our good works, 
sober and just, toward the need of  our 
neighbors, rather than imagining that 
they procure us any advantages with 
the Almighty. If  fasting shapes our 
lives in the direction that God desires 
for His reborn people, that’s all to the 
good; but it may not be altogether 
clear that it does much to foster our 
relationship with Him directly.

Indeed, it may well seem that fast-
ing from other things—like, say, sin 
(ideally), or buying stuff, or screen 
time—might be more useful in culti-
vating devotion. And certainly, get-
ting in the practice of  waylaying these 
temptations before they waylay us is 
all to the good. But the primal differ-
ence is potent: we know perfectly well 
that we don’t need toys or gadgets to 

survive. We do need food. Going with-
out what is necessary for life is inher-
ently a different kind of  experience. 
By foregoing bread we find out that 
we do not live by bread alone, after all.

Fasting may, then, resituate us as 
creatures rather than as aspiring (but 
failing) creators of  our own being. We 
are vulnerable, contingent, and not 
the source of  our own being—a fact 
surprisingly easy to ignore in much of  
our culture. “Fasting is a medicine,” as 
John Chrysostom said. It may be even 
more so for our time than his, though 
it is worth noting that fasting is not 
the preserve of  the privileged but has 
been practiced by nearly all religions 

and all ranks of  people in all places, 
even in times of  scarcity. For us par-
ticularly, though, fasting may become 
a medicine of  the recognition of  our 
creatureliness in the hands of  the 
creator.

We cannot sustain ourselves without 
God, even with food. Going without 
food, for a time, confronts us squarely 
with that fact. It is a good truth to con-
front. And returning from fast to feast 
releases a double portion of  gratitude 
and hope for the heavenly kingdom.

Come, Lord Jesus, begins Luther’s 
table prayer, the same words of  i Cor-
inthians 16:22 and Revelation 22:20 
anticipating Christ’s return. There is 

a part of  us that will always be fasting 
until the Bridegroom returns to inau-
gurate the final feast. LF

Notes
1. For those who are concerned on this 

point, it is evidently possible to survive a long 
time—even forty days!—without food if  one 
is otherwise in good health or (for entirely dif-
ferent reasons) obese. See Steve Hendricks, 
“Starving Your Way to Vigor: The Benefits of  
an Empty Stomach,” Harper’s (March 2012): 
27–38, which documents remarkable feats of  
fasting as well as scientific inquiries into health 
benefits for, among others, epileptics.

2. On a more positive note, Luther 
endorses the undertaking of  mortifications 
of  the flesh in a personal and private, rather 
than public and communal, way: “In this way 
everyone will easily be able to learn for him-
self  the limit and discretion, as they say, of  his 
bodily castigations, for he will fast, watch, and 
labor as much as he finds sufficient to repress 
the lasciviousness and lust of  his body. But 
those who presume to be justified by works 
do not regard the mortifying of  the lusts, but 
only the works themselves… At times they 
even addle their brains and destroy, or at least 
render useless, their natural strength with 
their works.” “The Freedom of  a Christian,” 
in Luther’s Works, American Edition, 82 vols., 
eds. J. Pelikan and H. Lehmann (St. Louis and 
Philadelphia: Concordia and Fortress, 1955ff.) 
[hereafter cited as Lw], 31:359–60. Apropos of  
which, let me assure the reader that I am not 
susceptible to eating disorders and so fasting is 
not a cover for them. Likewise, let me strongly 
exhort readers who do have such afflictions not 
to take Christian fasting as a cover, either. Fast-
ing first of  all assumes eating, well and joyfully. 
Those whose reorientation to food requires 
eating rather than fasting are encouraged to 
read Rachel Marie Stone’s Eat with Joy: Redeem-
ing God’s Gift of  Food (Downers Grove: InterVar-
sity Press, 2013), which includes an excellent 
chapter on anorexia. Also see the wide-ranging 
collection of  essays on eating and abstaining 
entitled The Spirit of  Food: Thirty-Four Writers on 
Feasting and Fasting toward God, ed. Leslie Ley-
land Fields (Eugene: Cascade, 2010).

3. Martin Luther, “The Freedom of  a 
Christian,” in Lw 31:372.

4. Martin Luther, “Two Kinds of  Righ-
teousness,” Lw 31:299.

5. “Christian Fasting in Postmodern Soci-
ety: Considering the Criteria,” paper delivered 
at a conference on “The Forthcoming Coun-
cil of  the Orthodox Church: Understanding 
the Challenges,” Institut Saint-Serge, Paris, 
France, December 18–20, 2012.
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