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Practices of Fasting & Simplicity 
 
Mike Marsh, rector of St. Philip’s Episcopal Church in Uvalde, has prepared a 
series of teachings for Fridays in this study that look at the practices of fasting 
and simplicity from the point of view of the desert fathers and mothers of 
Christian tradition. Today, we will focus on Jesus’ teaching about fasting and 
simplicity in the Gospel of Matthew. 
 
Jesus’ teaching brings into question our motivation for spiritual practice. Why do 
we fast? What does fasting, or any other spiritual practice, show about what we 
really value? Is the importance in the practice itself, or in our motivations and 
intentions in carrying out a practice? 
 
Beware of practicing your righteousness before others 
In the midst of the Sermon on the Mount, chapter 6 of the Gospel of Matthew 
cautions followers of Jesus against doing works of righteousness and justice with 
the motivation of being seen by others. The teaching begins: 

 
“Beware of practicing your righteousness before others in order to be seen 
by them; for then you have no reward from your Father in heaven” 
(Matthew 6:1).  

 
And then, Jesus follows with a string of related practices: 
 

“Whenever you give alms…“ (Matthew 6:2). 
“Whenever you pray…” (Matthew 6:5). 
“Whenever you fast…” (Matthew 6:16). 
 

You may recognize almsgiving, prayer, and fasting as the three traditional 
practices of a holy Lent. Jesus assumes that his followers will sometimes fast as 
part of their religious observance. About fasting, he counsels: 
 

“And whenever you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they 
disfigure their faces so as to show others that they are fasting. Truly I tell 
you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, put oil on your 
head and wash your face, so that your fasting may be seen not by others 
but by your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret 
will reward you” (Matthew 6:16-18). 

 
Finally, Jesus sums up this whole sequence of teaching by saying, 
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“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust 
consume and where thieves break in and steal; but store up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where 
thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your 
heart will be also” (Matthew 6:19-21). 

 
What Jesus seems to be onto is the all-too-human tendency to turn spiritual 
practices into chances to display for others our personal strength or heroic piety. 
It is so easy to turn practices that are intended to glorify God into practices for 
glorifying ourselves. But then, without any bodily practices, religious devotion 
would be no more substantial than the dandelion fluff floating about my garden 
today.  
 
So how should we practice fasting and material simplicity? 
You may remember that, directly following his baptism, Jesus was drawn by the 
Spirit into the wilderness, where he fasted and prayed (Matthew 4:1-17). Even 
God’s anointed Messiah apparently needed this experience of vulnerability, in 
order to carry out the mission of God. 
 
Of course, because fasting involves not partaking in an elemental part of care for 
the body, you should check with your doctor first, if you are contemplating a 
day-long fast. One traditional Christian Lenten practice is to fast (to refrain from 
food, except for water) on Fridays during Lent. You might want to ease into the 
practice by fasting only during daylight on Fridays, or by fasting for half a day at 
first.  
 
Jesus counsels his followers not to fast “as the hypocrites do.” The word 
“hypocrite” in the first century was used frequently in reference to actors on a 
stage. When Jesus cautions us not to fast like the hypocrites, he means not to 
make a great show of our fortitude. Let yourself experience the weakness of 
hunger, the simple fact of really wishing for a sandwich in the middle of the 
afternoon – or even just a cracker. Accept the bodily fact that when you’re fasting 
you need to slow down. You can’t keep on working the way you ordinarily 
would. Note how your hunger ebbs and flows through the day. Acknowledge 
the way your mind, at times, has trouble thinking of anything else besides food. 
These are the realities of our creatureliness, of our complete dependence upon 
the providence of God for our basic survival. When rightly experienced, fasting 
can remind us that we are not the center of the universe, not even the center of 
our own personal universe! We are creatures with a mass of needs, both physical 
and spiritual. 
 
Living into this level of weakness opens up in a very concrete way our deeper 
hungers – for companionship, for meaningful ways of living, and especially for 
relationship with God. As you fast, direct your hungry attention toward God, 
whose presence alone fills the human soul. This last point is what Jesus means 
when he speaks of guarding the goodness of the heart. Our desires for instant 
gratification of every sort of hunger set our heart running from this desire to that, 
and never settling on anything worthy of it. When fasting is carried out without 
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self-aggrandizement, it trains the heart to treasure God first of all, and the heart 
settles at last. 
 
Fasting from food can be an opening into a whole range of other ways to 
simplify our lives. As you learn the discipline of not indulging this most basic 
need for a few hours, you will learn also how to put more distance between 
yourself and other desires and wishes. This growing space of distance between 
the rising of a desire and its satisfaction is a space of freedom, a space of rest, a 
space in which to meet God in all simplicity of heart. 
 
Questions for Reflection 
 

• Have you ever practiced fasting before? If so, how would you describe 
your experience? Do you have any advice to give to others concerning 
the practice? 
 

• Does it make any difference to you to imagine Jesus as a person who 
practiced fasting? How do you imagine he spent his time in the 
wilderness? Does it matter to you that he was willing to experience 
this kind of vulnerability? 

 
• What would it look like for a person to practice fasting, or any other 

kind of radical simplicity, “like a hypocrite (actor)”? What would it 
look like to practice unhypocritically? 

 
• Is there a kind of simplicity that you are particularly drawn to? Or is 

there some kind of attachment that you feel gets in the way of your 
relationship with God? How might you use the days left in Lent to 
examine some possible actions in line with what you have noticed? 

 
 
Practicing Fasting & Simplicity 
  

• If you have never practiced fasting from food before, you will need to 
be sure that you are physically able to engage this practice. 

 
• Having ascertained that there is no physical impediment to your 

engaging this practice, decide what you will do, and stick to it. Not 
being clear about your intention will interfere with your ability to 
engage the practice, as you will be wondering all day if your current 
state of hunger warrants changing your plan. 

 
• Choose a day or half-day when you do not have other engagements, 

as the Christian call to hospitality does not abate during Lent. 
Perhaps, in order to avoid being an “actor” with your practice of 
fasting, you need to choose a day when you will not be so intensely 
around others. 
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• Consider what you need to do, in order to turn your day of fasting 

into a day to focus on your relationship with God. You might want to 
observe the seven monastic times of prayer on your day of fasting (3 
a.m., 6 a.m., 9 a.m., noon, 3 p.m., 6 p.m., 9 p.m.). 

 
• Some people who do not feel able to engage fasting from food choose 

to fast from something else that is very significant to their daily life 
(television or radio, alcohol, meat, desserts). Be aware that the farther 
your fast is from something that you absolutely require, the less 
powerful it will be in reorienting your heart. 

 
 

Prayer 
Loving God, whose life sustains me even more deeply than food: teach me to 
hunger for you above all things, and lead my heart to settle all its seeking and 
striving on you. This I pray in the name of Jesus, who taught me that your word 
is my bread. Amen. 


