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Isaiah 58:1-9
God’s Fasting Plan
Fasting can be a good thing for spiritual health.

##

REPENTANCE
FASTING (New Topic)
Other installments which can be linked to the topic of FASTING:
Thou Shalt Not Live by Street Food Alone Luke 4:1-13 Sunday, February 21, 2010 
Necessary NO's Matthew 4:1-11 Sunday, February 21, 1999 

##

[TOC]
Ah, it’s Lent, when a sinner’s fancy turns to fasting. Yet, many people today fast throughout the year, not just during Lent. They do so, however, only intermittently. Good idea?

AT A GLANCE: 
Intermittent fasting is the latest health trend, purporting to help people lose weight and improve overall health. These are good things, but not as good as the benefits of God’s fasting plan, which is less about us and more about God preparing us to make a difference in the world. 

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Necessary NO’s,” February 21, 1999.

With the beginning of Lent comes an annual focus on fasting. It’s something we Christians know we should do, but it’s also arguably the most neglected spiritual discipline. While we might talk about what we’re “giving up for Lent,” we’re a lot more reticent to engage in fasting as a regular discipline alongside prayer and reading Scripture. But recent studies have shown that while fasting is demanding, it’s also a pretty good thing to do on a regular basis — not only for your spiritual life but for your body as well. 
The practice of intermittent fasting is one of the latest health trends practiced by people looking to lose weight and increase well-being. In fact, short-term fasting on a regular basis (a couple of times a week) seems to actually change your body in a lot of positive ways. It increases human growth hormone, for example, which contributes to both weight loss and muscle gain. It improves insulin levels, repairs cells and fights the process of aging. Improvements in heart health and in the body’s ability to fight cancer have also been noted. Of course, there’s the obvious correlation that eating less means losing weight — really the simplest diet plan ever. 
The kind of intermittent fasting that is recommended isn’t necessarily the arduous, multi-day fast that many would quickly dismiss as just too hard. It can be as simple as the “16:8 Method,” which involves restricting food intake to only an 8-hour period of the day (like 1 p.m. to 9 p.m.) while fasting for the other 16 hours. A 24-hour fast once or twice a week is another alternative, as is the “Eat-Stop-Eat” method, which involves only eating 500-600 calories one to two days a week. Anyone deciding to engage in this kind of intermittent fasting should always check with his or her doctor first, for sure. 

While that kind of fasting can generate a lot of health benefits, in the Bible, our physical health isn’t the point of fasting. It might be an upside, but the real purpose of biblical fasting is about focusing on one’s spiritual condition and, by extension, on the spiritual and physical needs of the world around us. Fasting is prescribed throughout the Scriptures as the preparatory approach to seeking God’s best for us and for the world. 
Outside the Bible, the practice of fasting wasn’t a concern for most people in the ancient Near East. Examples of fasting throughout the Bible reveal a whole range of purposes: 
· fasting in times of grief (1 Samuel 31:13), 
· fasting during periods of repentance (1 Samuel 7:6), and
· fasting while seeking deliverance from one’s enemies (2 Chronicles 20:3-4). 
Jesus famously fasted for 40 days, seeking the Father’s guidance and fighting off temptation to go his own way before entering into his public ministry (Matthew 4:1-11). The principle of biblical fasting is that the importance of one’s request of God or relationship with God causes one to be so concerned about his or her spiritual condition that physical needs fade into the background. If intermittent fasting is about conditioning the body, biblical fasting is about conditioning the soul to be oriented to God. 

God wants to orient us toward the needs of others, and that’s the basis for Isaiah 58:1-9. 
As the chapter begins, God is critiquing the fasting practice of the people of God. Like a lot of spiritual disciplines, fasting can be appropriated for the wrong reasons or simply become a rote repetition of a discipline without actually engaging the purpose. God was about to “announce to the house of Jacob their sins,” which included the hypocrisy of seeking God through fasting while still disobeying him (v. 1). They acted “as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness and did not forsake the ordinance of their God,” fasting so that they may “ask of [God] righteous judgments” (v. 2). And yet they wondered why, with all that fasting, God did not “see” their plight; they had “humbled” themselves but God did not “notice” (v. 3). 
Intermittent fasting, from a health perspective, is about auditing our bodies, while spiritual fasting is about auditing our souls. That’s what God’s people failed to do. They engaged in the required practice but did so without grasping the intended purpose. 
Jesus would say something similar about the “hypocrites” who fasted and let everyone know that they were doing so by looking “dismal” and disfiguring their faces, while their own souls continued to rebel against God. For Jesus, fasting was about getting right with God in “secret” rather than putting on a show in public (Matthew 6:16-18). 
Through Isaiah, God similarly admonished the people for serving their own interests on fast days while, at the same time, oppressing their workers, quarrelling and fighting among themselves (vv. 3-4). “Such fasting as you do today,” says God, “will not make your voice heard on high” (v. 4). The people might humble themselves externally, their rumbling stomachs sounding like pious “amens,” but without their spirits being emptied of self-interest for their fasting to make any difference to God (v. 5). 
Again, real fasting isn’t about simply putting on a religious show or losing a few pounds. It’s about aligning ourselves with God and God’s purposes. Real fasting helps us to recognize our own needs and the needs of others, turning us toward the things that matter to God: “to loose the bonds of injustice, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free, and to break every yoke” (v. 6). It’s not about merely abstaining from food but sharing it with the hungry, providing hospitality to the poor, clothing the naked, and not ducking the needs of one’s neighbors (v. 7). 
In the kind of fasting God is looking for in Isaiah 58, we empty ourselves so that the needs of others might be filled. Imagine the difference that would be made for God’s kingdom if, for example, we took the money we save on buying food during intermittent fasting and contributed it to a food bank to serve those who are truly hungry. What if the time we would normally spend preparing meals, we spent a couple of times a week and served those who were in need, advocating for and serving with the poor and oppressed? And what if we did so without announcing it piously to the world? That’s the kind of fasting that aligns us with God and God’s purposes. We put the brakes on our own perceived needs and focus on what God needs from us.
Proponents of intermittent fasting say that it’s not so much a diet plan as it is a pattern of eating. Diet plans come and go, with every fad purporting short-term gains. God’s fasting plan, however, is more of a life pattern. It’s an invitation to not only audit our patterns of eating but our patterns of consumption in general; to look not only at how we use food but how we use money, time, energy, experience. It’s about paring down and reorienting the way we do life, which isn’t just a practice for Lent. 

The real upside of this kind of fasting is that not only does it help others break free from the “yoke” of oppression, it frees us as well. In a consumer culture, we tend to become prisoners of those things that we consume, be it food, material things or entertainment. They exert a certain hold over us, causing us to believe that we couldn’t possibly go without them for any length of time. The truth, however, is that when we hold things loosely, when we are more generous with our food, our hospitality and our time, we tend to feel ourselves liberated as well. As God says through Isaiah, “If you offer your food to the hungry and satisfy the needs of the afflicted, then your light shall rise in the darkness and your gloom be like the noonday. The LORD will guide you continually and satisfy your needs in parched places” (vv. 10-11). 
Fasting, in other words, is a path toward freedom, not only for others but for ourselves. It’s a means of healing and a way of reminding us that God is the One who is with us and supplies all that we need (vv. 8-9). 
This is a great opportunity for the preacher to offer the congregation creative suggestions for fasting during the Lenten season, but also to encourage patterns of life that will last beyond the season. Are there specific needs in your community on which your church could focus, giving the food, money and time saved by fasting to serve those who are most vulnerable? You can help your congregation to see fasting not only as an individual discipline but a corporate one. 
Fasting is good for us but, even better, it is good for God’s kingdom! When we catch the vision of fasting not as deprivation but as ministry, it will be a healthy trend for everyone. 
—David Dubovich, Michael G. Elliott, Bob Kaylor, Melanie Silva, Donald G. Strohmeyer and Carl Wilton contributed to this material. 

Takeaway: If intermittent fasting is about conditioning the body; biblical fasting is about conditioning the soul to be oriented to God. 

Participation Pointers:
· Ask the congregation to fill out index cards of one type of fast they will engage in and one ministry in our community that they will commit to. These can then be “bathroom mirror” reminders during the Lenten season.
—Rev. Donald G. Strohmeyer, Lyons Church of the Nazarene, Lyons, Kansas.

· Growing up as a Catholic kid during the '60s and '70s, I both loved and feared the “Lenten Self-Denial Cards” — little envelopes in which we placed the money we saved from abstaining from treats. The church would use the money for mission. I both loved participating in this and hated the giving-up part, but it helped me really see how my giving up could concretely help others.
—Rev. Michael G. Elliott, First Presbyterian Church of Bellevue, Nebraska.

Source:
“Intermittent fasting 101 — The ultimate beginner’s guide.” healthline.com, July 25, 2018. Retrieved September 29, 2019. 

Animating Illustrations
Fasting has played a key role in all the world’s major religions (apart from Zoroastrianism, which prohibits it), being associated with penitence and other forms of self-control. Judaism has several annual fast days, including Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement; in Islam, Muslims fast during the holy month of Ramadan, while Roman Catholics and Eastern Orthodoxy observe a 40-day fast during Lent, the period when Christ fasted 40 days in the desert. 
—“Why fasting is now back in fashion,” The Telegraph, telegraph.co.uk, October 14, 2019. Retrieved October 19, 2019.
##
It’s technically possible to survive more than a month without food, though the likelihood you’ll live depends on your level of fat — and thus, the amount of energy your body can burn before it starts eating itself. The longest known fast was [in 1965] when a 27-year-old man survived on water and supplements for 382 days and shrank from 456 to 180 pounds. In 1981, Irish republican prisoners refused food for more than two months before dying, but in 2010, a Florida woman on a water-only religious fast died within just 26 days. (The precise length of her fast wasn’t clear. When her family members broke down her door, she was already gone.) 
—Olga Khazan, “One month without food,” The Atlantic, November 21, 2016. Retrieved October 19, 2019.
##
In 1965, Angus Barbieri, then a 27-year-old from Tayport, Scotland, checked into the Maryfield Hospital in Dundee. Initially only a short fast was planned, due to the doctors believing that short fasts were preferable to longer ones. Barbieri insisted on continuing because “he adapted so well and was eager to reach his ‘ideal’ weight.” For 382 days ending on July 11, 1966, he consumed only vitamins, electrolytes and zero-calorie beverages such as tea, coffee and sparkling water, although he occasionally consumed small amounts of milk and/or sugar with the beverages, especially during the final weeks of the fast. He quit working at his father's fish and chip shop, which closed down during the fast. Barbieri's starting weight was recorded at 456 pounds (207 kg) and he stopped fasting when he reached his goal weight of 180 pounds (82 kg). After his weight loss, he moved to Warwick and had two sons. Barbieri died in September 1990.
In the 1971 edition of The Guinness Book of Records, Barbieri’s 382-day fast was recognized as the longest recorded. In 1973, Dennis Galer Goodwin went on a hunger strike for 385 days, but he was force-fed during this period. As of 2016, Barbieri retains the record for the longest fast without solid food, according to Guinness officials. Guinness no longer officially endorses records relating to fasting for fear of encouraging unsafe behavior. 
—Wikipedia, “Angus Barbieri.”
##
Although [Lent] is traditionally a religious holiday, many non-Christians join in around the world and try to go without one thing for approximately six weeks. … The most common things being given up for Lent in 2016 are: 
Chocolate, social networking, alcohol, Twitter, Facebook, school, meat, sweets, coffee, fizzy drinks. Certain vices like alcohol, swearing and sugary drinks nearly always feature in the list — which is compiled every year — but trends and news events do influence people's choices.
—Caroline Mortimer, “Lent 2016: 10 things most people will (try to) give up,” Independent, independent.co.uk, February 10, 2016. Retrieved October 19, 2019.
##
Why fast … ? Here are seven reasons:
1. Fasting offers spiritual sacrifice in solidarity with Jesus himself (Matthew 4:1-11).
2. It can help us grow in discipline and therefore virtue.
3. Fasting brings us into solidarity with the poor.
4. It helps us to subordinate created goods to the creator.
5. Along with almsgiving and prayer, fasting trains us to be self-gift (love).
6. Fasting, along with prayer, is a powerful mode of penance and supplication.
7. When we fail at it, fasting reminds us that we are in need of redemption. 
—Colin MacIver, “25 weird things to give up for Lent,” March 4, 2019, media.ascensionpress.com. Retrieved October 19, 2019. 
##
Inherent in a fast is a feast. When we fast from food, we feast on prayer and God’s bountiful love. When we fast from divisive patterns of relating with others, we feast on the amazing awareness that each face we see is the face of Christ. When we fast from building social, economic and political walls, we feast on our universal oneness with the One.
—Marilyn Brown Oden, Wilderness Wanderings: A Lenten Pilgrimage (Upper Room, 1995).
##
Psychologists have isolated the single most important factor in a child’s future success — the ability to delay gratification. The child who can give up one cookie now for two later may well grow up to be an adult who will stay in school for a better job, or resist temptations that promise immediate reward but later suffering.
The philosopher Derek Parfit writes that we all have a “bias toward the near.” Young people will argue against benefits for elderly, even though they will one day profit from it, because of this bias toward the near. Or more simply, people drink to excess knowing that, the next morning, regret will follow. Human beings grab what is close, heedless of longer range considerations.
—Rabbi David Wolpe “The secret of success,” sinaitemple.org. Retrieved August 26, 2019.
##
If a king wanted to take possession of his enemy’s city, he would begin by cutting off the water and the food so his enemies, dying of hunger, would submit to him. It is the same with the passions of the flesh; if a man goes about fasting and hungry, the enemies of his soul grow weak.
—Abba John the Short (ancient Church Father).
##
During Lent, many congregations have begun practicing an embodied faith by encouraging participation in a “carbon fast.” Instead of just denying our chocolate cravings, we encourage our community to do something that will help care for creation. So, for 40 days, we urge the members of our church to turn down their heat, take the bus, eat at home, consume less meat, do without bottled water, or do something else that will help the environment. This 40-day discipline reminds us that our spiritual practices are not only about prayer and the inner life but also about participating in creation. Furthermore, although we might enter the season of Lent thinking, “I can do this for a short time,” these life-giving practices are habit-forming. 
We become used to wearing the extra sweater around the house, making our family’s meals, or relying on public transportation.
—Carol Howard Merritt and Diana Butler Bass, Reframing Hope: Vital Ministry in a New Generation (Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), Kindle highlight location 1544-50.
##
The greatest enemy of hunger for God is not poison but apple pie. It is not the banquet of the wicked that dulls our appetite for heaven, but endless nibbling at the table of the world. It is not the X-rated video, but the prime-time dribble of triviality we drink in every night.
—John Piper, A Hunger for God (SPCK, 2013).

Commentary
Isaiah 58:1-9
[bookmark: _GoBack]There was an active debate in ancient Israelite religious circles over the merits of outward religious practice when such actions were not coupled with inward spiritual devotion. It is clear that Amos, for example, believes that there can be no value in religious activities such as pilgrimages, festivals and even sacrifices if those who engage in such practices do not live a life fully in accordance with the rest of covenant law, which enjoins care for the poor, the proper administration of social and economic justice and right living before God (Amos 2:6-16; 4:1-5:24). Similar passages, pointing out Israel’s juxtaposition of extraordinary sacrifice and religious observance with idolatry or social injustice, can be found in the other prophetic books (Hosea 9:1-10:15; Micah 3:1-12; 6:1-8) as well as in Isaiah 58:1-12.
Isaiah 58 begins its indictment against empty religious observance with the voice of God instructing the prophet to sound a loud call to repentance, announcing the sins of the house of Jacob. In issuing this call, the prophet is to lift up his voice like the sound of a shofar, the ram’s horn trumpet whose blasts traditionally signal the beginning of the yearly observance of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 25:9). It is not clear if the sounding of the shofar was always connected with Yom Kippur, however. In Leviticus 25:9, the shofar is blown on the Day of Atonement, which also begins the jubilee year. In other passages about the Day of Atonement in ordinary years, the sounding of the shofar is not mentioned (Leviticus 16). 
However, if the shofar was originally introduced into the observance of Yom Kippur through the traditions of the jubilee year, then there is even more significance to be gained here with regard to Isaiah 58; because on a Day of Atonement during the jubilee year, the shofar would announce both the invitation to repentance and the arrival of the year of release ordained by God. It would signify both the summons to repentance and the declaration of forgiveness — an apt description of the oracle which unfolds in verses 1-12.
The prophet describes Restoration-era Israel, a nation of people who are very zealously seeking after the Lord. They insist that they have been fasting and humbling themselves but that God has not paid them any attention for these efforts. Verse 2 communicates that God realizes what the people are trying to do through the use of emphatic construction. Hebrew syntax indicates emphasis by the use of altered word order. In verse 2, rather than beginning with the verb as is the standard word order, each clause begins with the object of the verb, indicating that this is the most important word in the phrase. The Hebrew literally reads: “Yet it is me whom, day by day, they are seeking, and it is the knowledge of my ways in which they delight.” 
In addition to this emphatic word order, both the verbs “seeking” and “delighting” end with an extra letter nun, which could be seen either as simply an archaic plural spelling, or as an archaic emphatic construction. This would translate as: “It is me they are diligently seeking day by day, and the knowledge of my ways in which they are enthusiastically delighting.” Thus God is using a rather exasperated tone of voice here to describe Israel’s ardent religious behavior, which nonetheless coexists with their lack of righteousness and justice. They do all this, God says, “as if they were a nation that practiced righteousness, and did not forsake the ordinance of their God.” If one does not practice righteousness and observe God’s ordinances, the prophet insists, then one is wasting one’s time seeking God in other ways.
Fasting, for instance, is not enjoined upon Israel as an element of the covenant law. It is something one does as a sign of mourning and repentance (2 Samuel 12:16; 1 Kings 21:9, Esther 9:31; Jonah 3:5), but it is not meant to be a substitute for proper observance of the law. The ancient Israelites obviously fasted in order to signal to God that they repented of their sins, but as the prophets continually pointed out, if they did not also practice right observance of the law after repenting, then their repentance meant nothing. Isaiah charges that they actually delight in fasting. The NRSV translates this portion of verse 3 as: “you serve your own interest on your fast day.” The Hebrew literally says, “on the day of your fast you find delight.” In other words, they somehow gain some satisfaction or fulfill some ulterior motive through fasting. 
The next clause of verse 3 points out other problems with fasting as it was being practiced. Because fasts were usually declared to include everyone in a given household, workers and even animals were made to fast along with the head of the house (Jonah 3:5). The prophet obviously sees this as an unnecessary burden on those who are not directly involved with the need for the fast. One who headed a large household, for instance, might take pride in setting an entire estate full of workers on a fast, and might even demand that they keep working while they fasted! Such action would obviously demonstrate a woeful lack of attention to the requirements of social justice. 
There may also be a hidden reference in this verse to those who depart entirely from the religion of Israel’s God and follow instead the values and worldview of Israel’s pagan neighbors. If one were to change the vowel and consonantal pointing of this section of verse 3, one can transform the phrase, “you oppress all your workers,” into the phrase, “you draw near to all your idols.” The similarity of the sound of these two phrases may well be an intentional reminder that those who oppress workers by making them submit to useless religious ritual might as well be worshiping idols instead of YHWH.
God makes it clear what is desired in the worshiper — charity to the poor through self-sacrificing social justice. If one wants one’s voice to be “heard on high,” fasting is not the way to make that happen. Once Israel embraces God’s call to social justice, then and only then will God notice them, heal them, protect them from their enemies and restore their society. If this generation of Israelites, seeking to restore their nation after exile, wishes to be heard by God, they must learn to hear the cry of the needy. They will be raised up only to the extent to which they raise up the least among them.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children: Isaiah 58:1-9
“If someone says that it is raining intermittently, what does that mean?” It means that it is not a steady rain but rather raining and then not raining. During the day, it is raining off and on. Then ask them: “What does it mean to go on a diet?” It means to cut down on how much we eat and what we eat so that we can lose weight or perhaps be healthier. Some people go on diets and then go off of them and then back on them again. Our bodies hardly know what to think when this happens! Diets like this may be popular for a while and then they go out of style, like a fashion fad. A diet, like our faith, is something that must be consistent. For example, good Christians follow the Ten Commandments. But if we say bad words or cheat or steal, we are not really being a good person, are we? A person who follows Jesus tries to be good every day. Yes, we will make mistakes. Everyone does. But, for the most part, we are not on and off Christians, are we? Unlike some diets, following Jesus is not an off-again and on-again way of life. Following Jesus means to always be the kind of people Jesus would want us to be. Close with a prayer: “Dear God, we admit that it is not always easy to be a Christian. Help us, we pray, to be an on-again follower of Jesus. Amen.”

Worship Resources
Prayers of Confession — Lent
Prayer of Confession
Leader: A rich and full contentment comes to the person from whose life the burden of rebellion against God has been lifted;
People: whose sin is blotted out completely; whom the LORD counts as being free from guilt; and in whose spirit there is no dishonesty.
Leader: I kept silent; I hoped it would all go away;
People: but my body grew old before its time, as I struggled with the load I carried.
Leader: Day and night, day and night, your hand weighed heavy upon me,
People: and my tongue was hard and cracked, like a drought-baked paddock.
Leader: But then I came to my senses, declaring my rebellion,
People: and admitting that I could not blot out my sin.
Leader: I said, “I will confess my rebellion to the LORD,”
People: and then you lifted the crookedness of my sin from me.
Leader: On the basis of this, let everyone with faith in you pray to you in their time of distress;
People: despite the swirling floodwaters of life’s troubles, they shall not be overcome by them.
Leader: When our restlessness drives us to gratify desires and fantasies,
People: Lord have mercy.
Leader: When our restlessness leads us to expediency and rationalism,
People: Christ have mercy.
Leader: When our restlessness blocks out your still, small voice,
People: Lord have mercy.
Leader: You are a hiding place for me,
People: protecting me amid my troubles, surrounding me with shouts of deliverance.
Leader: I will give you understanding,
People: and I will teach you the path you should follow.
Leader: I will give you counsel, with my eye upon you;
People: you will not be like a horse or a mule, needing to be under bridle and halter.

Words of Assurance
Leader: Many sufferings come to the unfaithful and the faithful,
People: but to trust in the Lord is to experience the embrace of God’s loving kindness.
Leader: So, rejoice in the Lord and exult, you who have been declared without guilt;
People: shout with joy all you whose lives are made right.
Leader: Hear then Christ’s word of grace: “Your sins are forgiven.”
People: Thanks be to God!
—Adapted from Psalm 32. © Jeff Shrowder 1999, 2014.

Affirmations of Faith — Lent
Leader: Together let us affirm our common faith:
People: We are not alone; we live in God’s world. We believe in God who has created and is creating; who has come to us in Jesus, the Word made flesh, to reconcile and make new; who works in us and others by the Spirit. We trust in God. We are called to be the Church, to celebrate God’s presence; to live with respect in creation; to love and serve others; to seek justice and resist evil; to proclaim Jesus’ message of hope, inclusion and grace. In life, in death, in life beyond death, God is with us. We are not alone. Thanks be to God.
—Adapted from the United Church of Canada.

Benedictions — General
Do not be dismayed by the brokenness in the world.
All things break.
And all things can be mended.
Not with time, as they say, but with intention.
So go. Love intentionally, extravagantly, unconditionally.
The broken world waits in darkness for the light that is you.
—L.R. Knost, posted on pilgrimwr.unitingchurch.org.au, September 4, 2011.

Hymns
Good It Is to Keep the Fast
Fast, as Taught by Holy Lore
Heavenly Father, Bless Me Now

Worship and Praise 
Mercy Saw Me
Who Am I?
Journey to the Cross
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
First Sunday in Lent, Cycle A
Genesis 2:15-17; 3:1-7*
Psalm 32*
Romans 5:12-19*
Matthew 4:1-11*
Isaiah 58:1-9 is not an RCL text for today.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.

