
Fasting on an annual basis (eg Lent) or on special 
occasions (eg for a particular cause) has its value, but 
the benefit of fasting as a transformative practice comes 
from weaving it into life as a regular spiritual discipline.

When undertaking any kind of fasting, it is important to 
recognise that people can be quite different, and what 
is safe for one person, may not be safe for another. 
Fasting should not be done at the expense of our 
health. But fasting from food is meant to be physically 
challenging, as a way of reminding us that seeking God 
is a matter of spiritual life and death.

If you are unfamiliar with the discipline, try 
experimenting with different kinds of fasting:

l  Try a partial fast for a season, say a week, or a 
whole month. This might be abstaining from certain 
kinds of food and drink, or from certain kinds of activ-
ity like watching television or going shopping. It can 
also mean abstaining from the company of others, 
when combined with the discipline of solitude. Fast-
ing can be a way of diagnosing our ‘addictions’ – of 
mind and body – and more clearly understanding 
what it might mean to be set free.

l  Try a short ordinary fast, by missing a whole meal on 
a certain day, while continuing to drink well, and no-
tice how your body reacts. Everyone’s metabolism is 
different, and everyone’s circumstances are different. 
So, it can be useful to experiment with abstaining 
from meals at different times of day, especially if you 
are working. The goal is not to minimise discomfort, 
because it is the pangs of hunger that can lead to 
a hunger for prayer. Fasting, however, should not be 
detrimental to our overall health; and it is our respon-
sibility to act as good stewards of mind and body.

l  Try a whole day fast, and notice how your mind and 
body adapt. Most people give up too quickly on  

fasting! The body reacts most ‘violently’ early on to 
any kind of withdrawal, but the worst symptoms will 
usually pass as we persevere in prayer. A whole day 
fast can be quite challenging because it is really 
going without food for a day and a half, from the 
evening of day one to the morning of day three.

l  Try fasting on more spontaneous occasions. When 
a matter of some seriousness arises, in which there 
is a heightened need for prayer, then let the Spirit 
lead you immediately to a season of abstinence, or 
an ordinary fast for a meal or a day.

l  Try to develop a habit of fasting on a weekly basis. 
Whatever form of fasting or abstinence you choose, 
it is best done on the same day each week. Under 
the direction of John Wesley, the early Methodists 
were encouraged to undertake an ordinary fast, 
every week, from an evening meal on Thursday to 
three o’clock on Friday afternoon. This helped them 
to meditate on the passion of Jesus, from the last 
supper to his death on the cross, and to commit 
themselves to follow his example.

Going further

This is one of a series of three resources on fasting 
by Philip Meadows. To read further in this area, see 
his resources, ‘Fasting in Scripture’ and ‘Fasting as a 
Spiritual Practice’. 

For a range of resources on engaging spiritual practices, 

visit www.deepeningdiscipleship.org.uk. 
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