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Fr. Nicholas Andruchow

As we approach the great and holy Pascha (Easter), we are called to prepare appropriately through fasting, helping others, praying and participating in the sacrament of holy confession.  It is essential to remember that all our efforts are useless unless it is fortified and centered on the Lord as stated in the book of psalms  “Unless the LORD builds the house, they labor in vain who build it;” (Psalm 127:1).  Therefore it is our responsibility to find the balance between zealously adhering to the piety of the Church and having the Lords commandments as our focus so not to ignore the needy as did the rich man in the presence of Lazarus (Luke 16:20-31).  The Orthodox Church is full of Apostolic traditions passed down through the centuries which should be respected and embraced but not seen as ends in themselves.  We are ultimately called to hold fast to the commandments of the law in order to “LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND and LOVE YOUR NEIGHBOR AS YOURSELF.”(Matt. 22:37, 39).  Therefore this month’s pastoral message calls us to be conscious of the benefits of one of the many traditions of the church, fasting, but never losing sight of the true fast which emulates the sacrificial love of God.
In the bible it is very clear that fasting means to eat no food for a certain amount of time.  Therefore biblically fasting does not mean that Christ or Moses ate tofu for 40 days but rather they abstained totally from anything edible.  The reasons for fasting have varied throughout the history of our faith.  We see Moses fasting for 40 days in order to prepare to meet with the Lord and receive the tablets of the ten commandments.  (Deut. 9:9)  The nation of Israel fasted for an entire day before discerning God’s will for them to battle against the tribe which harbored the wicked men responsible for the death and pillage of one of their virgins.  (Judges 20:26)  King David mourned the death of Saul and his close friend Jonathan through the effort of fasting.  (2 Samuel 1:12)  Christ fasted for 40 days before he was tempted by Satan and began His ministry in Galilee.  (Matt. 4:2)  So it is clear that the bible teaches that through fasting we can prepare to encounter the Lord, discern His will, cultivate the process of grieving and strengthen ourselves against the temptations of adversity and demonic forces.

Much modern research professes to the health benefits to fasting.  By eating no food for a time span for more than 24 hours has been shown to encourage detoxification of the body, allow for a stronger immune system, promote the healing of damaged organs, and increase life-span of a person.  For this reason it is quite understandable why the church has prescribed a strict fast for the days belonging to Great Lent with the embracement of only one meal per day which should consist of no meat or dairy product and the abstinence from wine and olive oil.  In practice not all of the faithful are able to adhere to the strict fast therefore each person should reflect on their own physical and spiritual condition and, with consultation with their priest, determine what level of fasting would be healthiest for their soul and body.

As mentioned earlier, ultimately we need to realize that fasting is not an end in itself.  It does not matter how well a person can fast, but what is most important is if we are lovingly concerned with our neighbor.  St. John Chrysostom comments on this succinctly by stating: “For what does it profit if we abstain from birds and fishes; and yet bite and devour our brethren?”
  The prophet Isaiah also reflects on this when he criticizes the nation of Israel for their misguided fasting.  Isaiah chastises Israel for abstaining from food but having fits of wickedness and not observing the fast of the Lord which is to “share your bread with the hungry, bring to your house the poor who are cast out; and cover the naked when you see him”. (Isaiah 58:7)  The prophet Isaiah did not abolish the need for fasting but rather calls us to fully embrace the true fast which results in reaching out to the needy.  This can result in “our light dawning in the darkness … and the Lord satisfying our soul in drought and strengthening our bones”. (Isaiah 58:10)  So our fast should be transformational so to concretely reach out to those in need.

In this Lenten season we are called to do this on various levels.  First we need to respond lovingly to those who are closest to us, whether it be our children, parents, friends or extended family, it is important to not overlook the one in need who might be literally under your nose.  It would be extremely ironic to continuously minister to those in the street and destitute but overlook our own children or friends who are crying out for help by being patient, compassionate and giving.  Assuming we are meeting the needs of our closest loved ones, we need to reach out of our community and cultural comfort zone and touch the sick, the hungry and orphaned.  That means go to the local nursing home and visit some one who is unable to perform the basic life skill techniques and has not had a visitor in months, or open your eyes and heart to the reality of the 1,000s of orphans who live in what we consider secondary quality when compare to the shed in our back yard, or accomplish the basic act of mercy and speak to someone who is alone and sitting by themselves.  This is what it means to hold fast to the commandments of the Lord.  Yes, during Great Lent we abstain from certain foods and from eating all together when prescribed and we use the God given tools to purify us, to help us discern the will of God and to give us the strength to be truly the soldiers holding fast to His commandments to love the Lord and concretely let that love manifest itself through our own lives.
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