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Fasting, Mortification, and Evangelical Self-Denial 
 

I. Introduction 

This may come across a bit strange at first blush, but there is something about fasting during 

Lent that strikes me as a little bit paradoxical. What it is, is that, of all the liturgical seasons, Lent 

is the one in which Christ’s presence among us is most deeply felt. Whereas in Advent we await 

His coming, and in Easter we encounter Him in His glorified body, and in Ordinary Time we find 

Him in the Church while we await His Second Coming in glory, during Lent we actually walk with 

Jesus. We tread the roads of Galilee with him, witness the gawking spectacle-seekers of 

Capernaum and Bethsaida, mourn at the lack of faith in Nazareth, behold the glory of the 

Transfiguration, and turn our faces toward Jerusalem and the imminent events of Holy Week. Lent 

is an intently intentional time of being with the Lord. Yet, when Jesus did indeed carry out His 

earthly ministry, His disciples did not fast. Indeed, there were some who witnessed this and found 

this scandalous, and Jesus had to remind them that the wedding guests cannot fast while the 

bridegroom is with them. How then are we to reconcile the twin spirits of Lent whereby on the one 

hand we are called to go out into the desert, and on the other hand to draw ever closer to the 

Bridegroom’s side? 

The answer lies in Christ’s own words during Holy Week, “Amen, amen, I say to you, 

unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains just a grain of wheat; but if it dies, 

it produces much fruit.” The Paschal Mystery of Our Redemption has radically reordered our 

natural, human conceptions of the value, purpose, and mode of fasting, mortification, and 

evangelical self-denial. As Carmelites, we have a special duty in the Church understand and put 

into practice in our lives the fully Christian program of penitential self-denial. As our Holy Mother 
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warns us in The Way of Perfection, “prayer and comfortable living are incompatible.” There is no 

escaping this doctrine, but why would one want to, once one comes to understand how life-giving 

and liberating it truly is. This final week of Lent is an ideal time to reacquaint ourselves with the 

teachings of our saints on the topic of asceticism and to rededicate ourselves to their example as a 

final stage of preparation for the celebration of Easter. 

 

II. Why Do We Fast? 

There are a lot of reasons why human beings fast. It is a phenomenon that occurs around 

the world and throughout history for a plethora of reasons. Health is probably the most basic and 

the most widespread. Weight loss and diet regimens are forms of asceticism that fill countless 

shelves in bookstores. Athletes, especially those performing at the highest levels, pay almost as 

much attention to what goes into their bodies as to how they perform out on the practice field. 

Cutting out this or that type of food, or eating at the right times and in the right proportions, is 

touted in different ways to affect all kinds of positive change, from greater energy and sharper 

intelligence all the way to curing cancer. 

Health is not the only reason humans have valued fasting and self-denial. The pagan 

philosophers typically praised self-restraint and a moderate form of living as a way of sharpening 

the mind and avoiding the kind of inordinate attachments that lead to destructive pathologies of 

the appetites. Eastern religions practice fasting as part of the quest for enlightenment, and to help 

elevate the soul to a higher plane of existence. The Hindu fakir is a kind of spiritual athlete, 

impressing onlookers as much by the astonishing austerity of his life as by his wisdom and 

doctrine. The traditional customs of many indigenous cultures incorporate an intense period of 

fasting into the rites by which a young boy becomes a man. This is often part of some manner of 
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“vision quest”, in which the intense self-denial and exposure to the elements is done as a means of 

inducing a kind of artificially-heightened state of mind. 

We would be remiss if we did not consider the fasting practices of the world’s two other 

Abrahamic religions: Judaism and Islam. With both of these faiths, strict fasting and dietary 

customs are observed in accordance with the divine law as they understand it. 

Christian fasting radically transcends these categories. We don’t fast in order to improve 

our mental acuity or get a six-pack. We don’t fast in order to stay carefully clear of base matter 

and devote ourselves to pure philosophic truth. We don’t fast in order to muscle our way into a 

higher spiritual plane. We don’t even fast, strictly speaking, in order to observe the divine law. 

The reason we fast is in order to become closer to Jesus Christ. Nothing in the Christian 

and Carmelite doctrine of self-denial makes any sense unless we affirm and hold fast to this truth 

that all of our penance and mortification is relational in nature. That is why Lent isn’t paradoxical 

after all. We are called to live this season in intense closeness to Jesus, and that requires that we 

not only repair to Him in prayer and minister to Him in the poor, but also that we purge from our 

lives everything that may impede our union with Him. 

Living in a dualistic age, in which our culture tends to treat mind and body as two separate, 

inviolable spheres, and to see our flesh as simply a dwelling or shell of our true spiritual nature, 

the idea that physical actions could impact our spiritual relationships and makeup can seem absurd 

to many. Yet this is the unbroken doctrine of the Church. Because we are both soul and body, not 

just a soul in a body, our movement toward God must take place in all aspects of our substance. 

This is why we close our eyes to pray, make the Sign of the Cross, kneel, genuflect, employ 

sacramentals, adorn our churches, sing, process, make pilgrimages, and receive Our Lord 

physically in the Sacrament of Unity. 
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Ours is an intensely incarnational faith. The flip side is that this faith reveals to us the 

unpleasant truth that fasting and mortification are essential aspects of our spiritual life and program 

of Christian discipleship. The fact that we are body and soul means that our bodies were just as 

corrupted by Original Sin as were our souls, and we bear the effects of this sin in our flesh. Our 

passions and appetites have to be actively reined in and handed over to the workings of the Holy 

Spirit if we are to progress in our new life in Christ Jesus. 

 

III. Saint John of the Cross on Self-Denial 

As Carmelites, we possess a special privilege in enjoying a filial relationship with Saint 

John of the Cross. Better than perhaps anyone else, our Holy Father has explained in detail the 

harms that come to our soul from inordinate attachments to things other than God. These 

attachments are impediments in our relationship with Jesus. In The Ascent of Mount Carmel, Saint 

John of the Cross dedicates himself to instructing us at length on the reality of the harm done to us 

by attachments and how we can cooperate with God in dissolving them, so as to cling only to 

Jesus. In doing so, he teaches us that fasting per se is just the tip of the iceberg. Christian 

discipleship entails a full program of bodily and spiritual mortification. Whenever we speak of 

fasting in general terms, it is necessary that we keep this broader meaning in mind. Otherwise, we 

risk making an idol of certain practices or of falling into the trap of thinking that we are doing all 

that is required of us, whereas in fact we are tending to only one corner of our garden while leaving 

the rest to become overrun with weeds. 

In the opening chapters of The Ascent, Saint John of the Cross writes first about the 

privative harm done to our souls; that is, why inordinate attachments, even absent any other ill 

effects, keep us from being more closely united with Jesus. 
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“The necessity to pass through this dark night (the mortification of the appetites and denial 

of pleasure in all things) to attain divine union with God arises from the fact that all of a person's 

attachments to creatures are pure darkness in God's sight. Clothed in these affections, people are 

incapable of the enlightenment and dominating fullness of God's pure and simple light; first they 

must reject them. There can be no concordance between light and darkness; as St. John says: 

Tenebrae eam no comprehenderunt (The darkness could not receive the light).  

The reason, as we learn in philosophy, is that two contraries cannot coexist in the same 

subject. Darkness, an attachment to creatures, and light, which is God, are contraries and bear no 

likeness toward each other, as St. Paul teaches in his letter to the Corinthians: Quae conventio lucis 

ad tenebras? (What conformity is there between light and darkness?) Consequently, the light of 

divine union cannot be established in the soul until these affections are eradicated.  

For a better proof of this, it ought to be kept in mind that an attachment to a creature makes 

a person equal to that creature; the stronger the attachment, the closer is the likeness to the creature 

and the greater the equality, for love effects a likeness between the lover and the loved. As a result 

David said of those who set their hearts on their idols: Similes illis fiant qui faciunt ea, et omnes 

qui confidunt in eis (Let all who set their hearts on them become like them). Anyone who loves a 

creature, then, is as low as that creature and in some way even lower because love not only equates 

but even subjects the lover to the loved creature.  

By the mere fact that a soul loves something, it becomes incapable of pure union and 

transformation in God; for the lowness of the creature is far less capable of the height of the Creator 

than is darkness of light.” 

Taken in itself, the privative harm is the greatest evil that inordinate appetites cause to a 

soul, because it deprives it of its greatest good, namely, Jesus Christ. However, because all good 
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things and the fullness of human flourishing flow from God, separation from Him wreaks 

additional damage to our souls. In Chapters 6 through 10 of Book I of The Ascent, our Holy Father 

enumerates these harms: inordinate appetites weary, torment, darken, defile, and weaken a soul.  

 “As for the first, it is plain that the appetites are wearisome and tiring. They resemble little 

children, restless and hard to please, always whining to their mother for this thing or that, and 

never satisfied. Just as anyone who digs covetously for a treasure grows tired and exhausted, so 

does anyone who strives to satisfy the appetites' demands become wearied and fatigued. And even 

if a soul does finally fill them, it is still always weary because it is never satisfied. For, after all, 

one digs leaking cisterns that cannot contain the water that slakes thirst.  

People seeking the satisfaction of their desires grow tired, because they are like the 

famished who open their mouths to satisfy themselves with air. But they find that instead of being 

filled the mouth dries up more since air is not one's proper food.” 

Sin is exhausting. Unlike the light and easy yoke of Jesus, the insatiability of our wounded 

appetites is a cruel slave master that is never satisfied. Not only does sin leave us feeling empty 

and diminished, but it is like that joke about Chinese food: you’re hungry again an hour later. This 

is manifest in the addictive qualities of sin and inordinate attachments. The reason for this is that 

we possess within our souls the space to receive the infinite breadth of God’s being. We are meant 

to be perfectly united to Him. By trying to fill that space up with things other than God, we engage 

in an impossible task, and the more we indulge in it, the more desperate our efforts become.  

“Torment and affliction is the second kind of damage the appetites cause in an individual. 

The affliction they engender is similar to the torture of the rack, where a person has no relief until 

freed from the torment of being bound by these cords.  
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Just as a peasant, covetous of the desired harvest, goads and torments the ox that pulls the 

plow, so concupiscence, in order to attain the object of its longing, afflicts the one who lives under 

the yoke of the appetites.  

The appetite torments in the measure of its intensity. Thus there is as much torment as there 

is appetite, and the more numerous the appetites that possess a soul the greater in number are its 

torments.” 

We are tormented by attachments for the same reason as why we are weakened by them. 

Our soul knows what it needs. We all bear the stamp of God the Creator within us, and those of us 

who have received the grace of Baptism bear the seal of grace and our filial relationship to Him as 

well. Attachments tear us in two. They cause us to serve idols that do not refresh us by returning 

love for love. We can chase and chase after what we think we want, but it becomes an agony, 

because there is no respite, no reward, and we know deep within ourselves that what we think we 

desire cannot ultimately satisfy. 

Taken to an extreme, our appetites torment us because they enslave us. In Michael Mann’s 

1995 cops-and-robbers film Heat, there is a famous scene in which Robert de Niro, playing a bank 

robber, sits down in a café with Al Pacino, who is depicting the FBI agent tasked with bringing 

him down. de Niro explains to Pacino that part of his philosophy in life, which he was taught by 

his mentor, was to never get attached to anything that he couldn’t walk away from within 30 

seconds, if he felt the “heat” coming around the corner. The irony at the end of the film is that de 

Niro breaks his own rule, and it ends up costing him his life. Even though he and his girlfriend are 

heading to a private plane at the airport with millions of dollars, about to get away scot free, de 

Niro makes a detour into a certain trap, because he cannot walk away without killing someone who 

betrayed him. Despite spending years denying himself stability and human connections for the 
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sake of maintaining his freedom, it is his attachment to his own thirst for vengeance that costs him 

everything. 

“The third kind of harm the appetites bring upon a person is blindness and darkness. Vapors 

make the air murky and are a hindrance to the bright sunshine; a cloudy mirror does not clearly 

reflect a person's countenance; so too muddy water reflects only a hazy image of one's features. In 

just this way a person's intellect, clouded by the appetites, becomes dark and impedes the sun of 

either natural reason or God's supernatural wisdom from shining within and completely illumining 

it.  

And because of the darkening of the intellect, the will becomes weak and the memory dull 

and disordered in its proper operation. Since these faculties depend on the intellect in their 

operations, they are manifestly disordered and troubled when the intellect is hindered. Thus David 

says: Anima mea turbata est valde (My soul is exceedingly troubled). This is like saying the 

faculties of my soul are disordered. For, as we said, the intellect (as the murky air in relation to the 

sun's light) is incapable of receiving the illumination of God's wisdom; and the will is incapable 

of embracing God within itself in pure love (just as the mirror clouded with steam has not the 

capacity to clearly reflect the countenance before it); and the memory obscured by the darkness of 

appetite has still less capacity for receiving serenely the impression of God's image (as muddy 

water cannot clearly reflect the features of one who looks in it).  

The appetite blinds and darkens the soul because the appetite as such is blind. It is blind 

because, of itself, it has no intellect. Reason always acts as a blind person's guide for the appetite. 

Consequently, as often as people are led by their appetites, they are blinded, just as we might say 

that when a blind person guides someone who has good eyesight both are blind.  
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A moth is not helped much by its eyes because, blinded in its desire for the beauty of light, 

it will fly directly into a bonfire. Those who feed on their appetites are like a fish dazzled by a light 

that so darkens it that the fisherman's snares cannot be seen. The appetites cause this in the soul: 

They enkindle concupiscence and overwhelm the intellect so that it cannot see its light. The reason 

is that a new light set directly in front of the visual faculty blinds this faculty so that it fails to see 

the light farther away. And since the appetite is so close to individuals as to be actually within 

them, they are impeded by this interior light, feed upon it, and are unable to see the clear light of 

the intellect; nor will they see it until they extinguish this blinding light of their appetite.  

The ignorance of some is extremely lamentable; they burden themselves with extraordinary 

penances and many other exercises, thinking these are sufficient to attain union with divine 

Wisdom. But such practices are insufficient if these souls do not diligently strive to deny their 

appetites. If they would attempt to devote only half of that energy to the renunciation of their 

desires, they would profit more in a month than in years with all these other exercises. As the 

tilling of soil is necessary for its fruitfulness - untilled soil produces only weeds - mortification of 

the appetites is necessary for one's spiritual fruitfulness. I venture to say that without this 

mortification all that is done for the sake of advancement in perfection and in knowledge of God 

and of oneself is no more profitable than seed sown on uncultivated ground. Accordingly, darkness 

and coarseness will always be with a soul until its appetites are extinguished. The appetites are 

like a cataract on the eye or specks of dust in it; until removed they obstruct vision.” 

Our Holy Father makes an important point here on which we ought to pause. Christian 

mortification does not entail becoming some kind of spiritual super-athlete. The yoke of Jesus is 

absolute, but it is not heavy. There is a temptation, particularly among the devout and the 

inexperienced, to equate intensity of effort with severity of effort. This is because we often 
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consider the will to be the governing principle of our soul. We think that if we just grit our teeth 

and exert ourselves hard enough, we can overcome any obstacle, physical or spiritual. This might 

have been alright for the Little Engine That Could, but it does not make for good Christian 

anthropology. 

It is not our will that governs us, but our intellect, our use of reason. In the properly ordered 

soul, our intellect, enlightened by faith, regulates our will and our appetites and moderates our 

passions. When we allow inordinate attachments to exist within us, the order is flipped upside 

down. All of a sudden, our will is in the driver’s seat, and it reduces the intellect from being a 

governing principle to the status of a servant, which spends all its time calculating how to satisfy 

the desires of the will, and not in determining what those desires ought to be, according to its own 

powers and the light it receives from God. This so degrades the exercise of our intellect that 

Aristotle ceases to call it “reason”, but rather dubs it a kind of craftiness or cunning. When we try 

to muscle our way up to a higher spiritual plane through intense exertions, we undermine ourselves, 

because we are laying the foundation stones of being dominated by our will, and then ultimately, 

by our appetites.  

 “The fourth way the appetites harm the soul is by defiling and staining it. The Book of 

Ecclesiasticus teaches: Qui tetigerit picem, inquinabitur ab ea (the one who touches pitch will be 

defiled by it). And a person handles pitch by satisfying the will's appetite for some creature. It is 

noteworthy that the Wise Man compares creatures to pitch, for the difference between the 

excellence of the soul and the best in creatures is greater than that between pure gold, or a bright 

diamond, and pitch. The gold, or the diamond, when placed on hot pitch becomes more stained 

and unsightly as the heat melting the pitch increases. Similarly, those who are fired by their appetite 

for some creature are stained and blackened by that creature because of the heat of their desire.  
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There is as much difference between the soul and other corporeal creatures as there is 

between a transparent liquid and the filthiest mire. This liquid would be polluted if mud were 

mixed with it; so too attachment to a creature defiles a soul, because this attachment makes it 

similar to the creature. Strokes of soot would ruin a perfect and extraordinarily beautiful portrait, 

so too inordinate appetites defile and dirty the soul, in itself a perfect and extremely beautiful 

image of God.” 

There is no point in trying to make an accommodation between God and the world. It is 

not the case that matter is evil, but rather that the effects of Original Sin have rendered human 

relations with matter fundamentally broken and inclined to evil. This is why Christ said that He 

did not come to bring peace, but a sword. God and the world stand in opposition, and will do so 

until all things are placed under Christ’s feet. 

In our lives, that means that we must wage war within ourselves until God completes that 

victory in our souls. Inordinate attachment defiles a soul, because it causes that soul to cling to 

what is opposed to God. Since God is Beauty itself, the inordinate attachments to which our souls 

cling are sheer ugliness and filth, because there is nothing of God in our relationship to it. Even 

the most beautiful of natural or spiritual goods, things that in themselves have the capacity to 

radiate and communicate the beauty of God, defile us when we relate to them in such a way that 

they do not lead us to God, but instead lead us to turn back into our own sinfulness. 

 “Weakness and tepidity is the fifth kind of harm the appetites produce in a person. The 

appetites sap the strength needed for perseverance in the practice of virtue. Because the force of 

the desire is divided, the appetite becomes weaker than if it were completely fixed on one object. 

The more objects there are dividing an appetite, the weaker this appetite becomes for each. This is 

why the philosophers say that virtue when united is stronger than when scattered. It is therefore 
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clear that if the appetite of the will pours itself out on something other than virtue, it grows weaker 

in the practice of virtue. A person whose will is divided among trifles is like water that, leaking 

out at the bottom, will not rise higher and is therefore useless. This is why the patriarch Jacob 

compared his son Reuben, who had given rein to his appetites in a certain sin, to spilled water: You 

are poured out like water, grow not. This was like saying: Because according to the appetites you 

are poured out like water, you will not grow in virtue.  

Hot water quickly loses its heat if left uncovered, and aromatic spices when unwrapped 

eventually lose the strength and pungency of their scent. So the soul that is not recollected in one 

appetite alone, the desire for God, loses heat and strength in the practice of virtue.” 

I had cause recently to remember Saint Elizabeth of the Trinity’s striking image of a soul 

that is firmly fixed on God, and a soul that is taken up with attachments. She likens it to an 

instrument that is either in tune, or out of tune. When all the strings are aligned in harmony, the 

lyre can bring forth beautiful music. However, when it is out of tune, then no music, despite the 

best of intentions or highest skill of the player, can create anything but discordant noise. Our 

passions and appetites are like the strings of our will. When they are all in harmony, that is, oriented 

toward God, then the Holy Spirit can affect beautiful works in our souls. When that is not the case, 

then little good can come from what we do. If we would be docile, effective instruments in God’s 

hands, we must tune ourselves and allow ourselves to be tuned. 

 

IV. Practical Considerations 

There are a few points on which Saint John of the Cross does not touch in the passages we 

have been examining of which I think it is important to make mention. These have to deal with 

how we translate the theory of mortification and self-denial into our daily lives. This is not meant 



Br. Joseph of the Holy Family, OCD 

Monastery of Our Lady of Mount Carmel 

Washington, DC 20002 

 

13 

as an exhaustive treatment of practical asceticism, but simply as a few items for reflection as we 

continue into these last days of Lent. 

The first is that mortification must be all-encompassing. There will always be a temptation 

to limit the field of self-denial. This can come either from a subtle selfishness, wherein we open 

ourselves to denial in a carefully delineated zone that we are willing to hand over to God, while 

quietly, even subconsciously, clinging to things of which we are really, really unwilling to let go. 

It can also come from a kind of morbid spiritual masochism, whereby we identify the most 

terrifying or difficult sacrifice of which we can conceive, and then take it as a necessity. 

Meanwhile, with all our energy focused on this, we allow a number of other areas of our life to go 

unexamined and unmortified, because we simply don’t have the energy for any more self-denial. 

Both these tendencies have to be resisted. A thorough examination of conscience, either 

daily or perhaps a more substantial weekly examen, can reorient us to the big picture. While it is 

sound practice to have a particular area of focus in our lives, it is good to frequently set that in 

relation to the whole scope of our spiritual life. It keeps us from losing sight of future goals, 

backsliding into old habits, and falling into either pride or despair because of our success or failure 

to conquer something that has grown to seem like the end-all and be-all of mortification. 

Book III of The Ascent of Mount Carmel is an excellent aid in this. Saint John of the Cross 

explains the distinction between the six kinds of goods towards which our unmortified will can 

incline: temporal, natural, sensory, moral, supernatural, and spiritual. Book I of The Dark Night is 

also an important aid, because it reminds us that, despite all our efforts, total purification is 

something that is beyond our power to accomplish. Only God can complete this work in our souls, 

and so we need to be patient and gentle with ourselves. Of course we are going to fall short! 
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Nothing else should be expected, and so we should not fall into discouragement, but always and 

everywhere entrust ourselves lovingly to the Author of Our Salvation. 

The second point I want to make is that perhaps the greatest mortification that we can make 

is the mortification of our will. All other mortifications attack specific appetites and attractions of 

the will. Mortifying the will directly strikes at the root of the disorder. When we deny our own 

will, we make the denial of every appetite and inordinate attraction that much easier. This is one 

reason why it is good to subject one’s program of self-denial to either a spiritual director or an 

established program of life. If we indulge our will in order to deny our will, then we are like 

Penelope from The Odyssey: unweaving the tapestry every night that she spent the day weaving. 

Mortifying the will itself is also illuminating. It tends to bring to the surface our most vehement 

reactions against God’s will, and so reveals to us those areas in which we are most attached. 

Finally, mortifying the will is an enormous aid in growing in charity. Just as faith transforms the 

intellect and hope transforms the memory, charity transforms the will. Every time we practice self-

denial on our will, we open up space for the Holy Spirit to further vivify our soul with charity and 

make us grow in holiness. 

The third and final point I would like to make is that mortification, at its heart, is really 

about orienting everything to Christ. Saint Thérèse offers us a beautiful example of this in these 

words to her sister Pauline in The Last Conversations. 

“When I’m given milk with rum, I offer it to St. Joseph; I say to myself: Oh, how much 

good this will do to St. Joseph! In the refectory, I always considered to whom I should offer the 

food. Sweets were for the little Jesus; strong foods were for St. Joseph, and I didn’t forget the 

Blessed Virgin either. But when I missed anything, for example, when they forgot to give me sauce 
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or salad, I was very happy, for then I could really offer it to the Holy Family, being really deprived 

of what I was offering.” 

This is how, as Christians and as Carmelites, we are to practice self-denial and 

mortification. This is how we are to fast with Jesus, in such a way that we draw closer to Him, and 

still pay due homage and properly celebrate the fact that the Bridegroom is among us. God has 

given us immense blessings and delights in this world. His goodness abounds wherever we turn 

our eye. When instead of clinging to this goodness, these delights, these blessings, we offer 

everything freely back to Him in an expression of mutual love, then we will be rooting out our 

inordinate attachments and allowing the beauty of Lent and the splendor of the Crucified to radiate 

in our souls. 


