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Author’s Preface 

 This work is in large part a further edited version of my 

Licentiate thesis. I created this edition principally to have a physi-

cal book to put on my shelf after the year of work I put into com-

pleting the thesis. As a result, the content contained within is vir-

tually untouched from that which was submitted originally. The 

changes made consisted mostly in the further copy-editing of the 

content. Inevitably however, there are still editorial errors. The 

bibliography has been restructured (based upon feedback from one 

of the readers of the thesis) to better categorize the works. Then 

there were the inevitable additions, tweaks, and reformatting 

which were required to print the thesis in a book format. 

 To those that find themselves reading this book, I hope that 

you might find spiritual fruit and growth in understanding of the 

Eucharistic fast. I personally grew in a more profound spiritual 

awareness of this practice by researching the topic. There is such 

a rich treasury here, which our mother the Church provides for us, 

that we can all gain so much from a greater appreciation of the 

Eucharistic fast. 

Certain aspects of this study may be difficult to follow for 

the average catholic reader (particularly the canonical discussions), 

but I am of the opinion that much presented here can be helpful to 
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the faithful. Most of the scriptural and historical sections are not 

too technical, and those which are, should not pose an obstacle to 

understanding the greater arguments. Further, the interpretations 

in the third chapter provide reflections accessible to all, and the 

Conclusion provides a method for further reflection on this topic. 

If one comes away from reading this work viewing the fast as 

something more than a legal obligation, my project will have found 

success. 

May the Lord increase our desire for the Eucharist. May 

this in turn increase our devotion and so also our desire to prepare 

well to receive Him in the Blessed Sacrament. 

 

Rev. Timothy M. Eck 

Feast of St. Benedict 

July 11, 2022 
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Introduction 

 

 The western Church in the current age finds herself in an 

interesting position with regards to fasting. According to her law 

and praxis, fasting has receded in prominence or at least perceived 

importance when compared to past centuries. It is true that there 

are still fast days proscribed; Lent is still a period of fasting 

(though often interpreted in a purely spiritual sense and without 

reference to actual fasting), and the Eucharistic fast is still man-

dated. Too often however, when the faithful approach these fasts, 

they perceive them as pro forma actions, an obligation to fulfill. 

The idea that one fasts in the literal sense for spiritual growth is an 

abstract or foreign notion to many of the faithful; and that one 

would willingly and intentionally seek to fast outside of mandated 

periods is even more so. 

 While religious fasting has weakened within the western 

Church, fasting as a whole is increasing in contemporary society. 

We see this in the various therapeutic fasts like intermittent fasting 

and detox programs. There is an increased interest in understand-

ing how one’s intake of certain foods and drinks effects one’s 

health, and how abstaining from eating for periods of time might 

lead to better health. We also see this interest in fasting coming 
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from the spiritual but not religious movement, and increased in-

terest in eastern mysticism and asceticism. The perceived promise 

of these spiritualities is a greater ordering of one’s life and contact 

with the spiritual realities of the world. 

 It should not be surprising that there is interest in these 

movements. There is a long medical tradition which applies vari-

ous kinds of fasts therapeutically.1 All religious traditions and cul-

tures use fasting in some form or another.2 There is a certain natu-

ral desire to fast, which modern dietary movements and in vogue 

spiritual movements provide a clear place in which to fulfill that 

desire. They also place fasting not as a simple pro forma action, 

but one which will be helpful for the whole person. Within this 

context it is helpful to once more present the purpose of Christian 

fasting. This study will focus on providing a mystagogy of the Eu-

charistic fast in an attempt to present the purpose, profundity, and 

beauty of it, so that one who seeks to fast might find within the 

Church a ready outlet to fulfill that desire. 

Mystagogy  

 This study will be a mystagogy. The word mystagogy (mys-

tagogia) comes from the composition of two Greek words mueo 

(μυεω) and ago (άγω). Mueo is always used in a sacred context and 

means “to teach doctrine” and “to instruct one in the mysteries”.3 

 

1 J. JOUANNA, Greek Medicine from Hippocrates to Galen, Brill, Leiden 2012, 

11. 
2 Cf. J. BEHM, νῆστις, νηστεύω, νηστεία in G. KITTLE, G. W. DROMILEY, G. FRIE-

DRICH (eds.), The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, vols 10, Eerd-

mans, Grand Rapids, 1964, 4:926. 
3 Cf. μυεω in H. G. LIDDELL, R. SCOTT,  A Greek-English Lexicon. Revised and 

augmented throughout by Sir Henry Stuart Jones with the assistance of Roder-

ick McKenzie, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1940, 1150; E. MAZZA, Mystagogy: A 

Theology of the Liturgy in the Patristic Age, Pueblo Publishing, New York 1989, 

1. 
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Ago means “to lead into” or “to carry” something.4 Combined to-

gether the term mystagogia means “to initiate one into the myster-

ies,” or “to act as a guide into the mysteries”.5 The mysteries (mys-

terion) into which one is led, refer to those found in the Greek 

mystery cults. These religions had a process of initiation where the 

mystery of their faith was revealed to the initiate and led them into 

salvation mediated by that mystery. 

 This term then came into Christian usage beginning with 

the Greek Fathers. To them it had two main meanings: “first, ‘per-

formance of a sacred action’ and in particular the celebration of the 

sacraments of initiation, that is baptism and the Eucharist; second, 

‘oral or written explanation’ of the mystery hidden in the scriptures 

and celebrated in the liturgy.”6  A true mystagogy is not a simple 

spiritual reflection on the actions and symbols encountered in the 

Mystery, but a theological reflection upon the actions and symbols 

employed in the celebration of the Mystery.7 

 In the Christian context, Mystery indicates first God the Fa-

ther who reveals himself in the Son. The Holy Spirit then enlight-

ens our eyes so as to enable us to look upon the Son and see the 

Father. The Mystery is the self-revelation of God through creation. 

The perfect revelation of God in creation is in the Paschal Mystery, 

which is Christ’s passion, death, and resurrection. This singular 

event was transported to the right hand of the Father in Christ’s 

ascension, wherein his glorified body he offers a sacrifice of praise 

 

4 Cf. άγω in H. G. LIDDELL, R. SCOTT,  A Greek-English Lexicon. Revised and 

augmented throughout by Sir Henry Stuart Jones with the assistance of Roder-

ick McKenzie, 17-18. 
5 Cf. μυσταγωγ-εω/ια in Ibidem, 1156. 
6 Cf. R. BORNERT, Les commentaires byzantins de la divine liturgie du VII au 

XV siecle., 9, Institut français d’études byzanunes, Paris 1966, 29. Translation 

as found in MAZZA, Mystagogy: A Theology of the Liturgy in the Patristic Age, 

1. 
7 Cf. MAZZA, Mystagogy: A Theology of the Liturgy in the Patristic Age, 6. 
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and intercession with the blood of his wounds which he retains.8 

Christ, as the Paschal Mystery is the Lamb who appears slain yet 

lives. This Mystery is then perpetually manifested in the Church 

(sacramentum Ecclesiae) through her mysteries. These mysteries 

are the sacraments and sacramentals, which make manifest the 

Paschal Mystery through sacred signs consisting of actions and ob-

jects. 

 This mediation and re-presentation of the Paschal Mystery 

through sacramental signs is the foundational justification of mys-

tagogy as a theology. In the sacramental celebration one encoun-

ters the Paschal Mystery and ultimately the Mystery itself. This 

encounter, which is a mediated encounter, provides the place for 

theological reflection. The reflection then must consider the way 

the mediation occurs, that is it must consider the symbols em-

ployed. This reflection can be applied to every action and object 

used. This process of encountering the Mystery and reflecting 

upon the way it is mediated through sacred symbolism is the heart 

of what a mystagogy is. The second part is to then help lead others 

through the signs to the Mystery. In this study we will reflect upon 

the Eucharistic fast which prepares one for the reception of the Eu-

charist. 

Eucharistic Fasting 

 We will focus on the Eucharistic fast as a symbol in itself. 

This means that we will not be looking at the other present liturgi-

cal fasts (i.e. Lent or the Paschal Fast) or other historical liturgical 

fasts (i.e. before baptism, ember days, etc.) We also will not be 

concerned with fast days in general. Our focus will be on the Eu-

charistic fast in particular, and its relationship with the Eucharist. 

We will refer to these other forms of fasts only in regard to how 

 

8 Cf. Heb 9:11-12, 11:12. 
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they lead to a fuller understanding of the Eucharistic fast. Since 

this is a mystagogy, the fast will always be treated in relation to its 

liturgical contexts and as a symbol, not simply in itself as an ab-

stract reality. Simply fasting to fast is not a symbol. In order for 

the fast to be a symbol, it must point to a further reality. This reality 

will be found in the spiritual goods developed in the fast, which 

aid one in encountering the Paschal Mystery in the Eucharist. 

Overview of method 

 In pursuing this study we will proceed in three main steps: 

Scriptural Background, Historical Development, and Synthesis. In 

the first chapter on scripture, we will seek to understand first what 

the basic purpose and meaning of fasting was. Then second when 

it was used in preparation before cultic rituals, and what the rela-

tionship between these actions of worship was with the preceding 

fast. This will prepare the symbolic seedbed wherein the historical 

development of the Eucharistic fast will grow. In the second chap-

ter we will follow the development of the Eucharistic fast from the 

apostolic period through the Second Vatican Council. During this 

period we will concern ourselves first with the historical attesta-

tions to the practice of the fast; and then seek to understand how 

the Church throughout history understood its purpose. 

 Once we understand these two parts: Scripture and Tradi-

tion, we can then begin to draw conclusions concerning the authen-

tic purpose and symbolic value of the Eucharistic fast. The ultimate 

purpose of which is to prepare us to receive the Eucharist. We will 

analyze the current practice and definition of the Eucharistic fast. 

Finally, we will apply the symbolic themes we found with the cur-

rent praxis to set forth a synthetic interpretation of the fast. Once 

we have traveled this path, one should be able to enter more deeply 

and profoundly into this practice. They should be able to move be-

yond the simple formal practice of fulfilling the obligation, and 
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instead find it as a true aid to enter into the Paschal Mystery as 

present in the Eucharist. 
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Sacred Scripture 

Introduction 

 In this first chapter we will analyze the meaning of fasting 

in general and fasting before cultic actions in the bible. We will 

not exhaustively cover the theme of fasting in scripture, but instead 

focus on the elements most relevant to our overall study. As we 

move through the Old Testament and into the New Testament, it 

will be important to read them together as a developing relation-

ship between God and his people. Humanity progressively learned 

who this God was, culminating in Christ. God through out history 

was continually expanding and correcting our notions of who he 

was. 

In this interaction God used cultural elements with which 

the people were accustomed, and then over the course of centuries 

refined and developed these customs to better reflect himself and 

his relationship with his creation. This development of customs 

does not signify a change in God, but the continual self-revelation 

of God to man. We instead grew into a deeper understanding of 

who God is through him purifying our customs. Fasting is caught 

up in this dynamic as with all other cultural elements which are 
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employed by God. It began as a private ritual of mourning which 

was received from the peoples around the Israelites. It then devel-

oped a communal character, becoming attached to ritual worship, 

and finally led to a form of communion with the Lord in the New 

Testament. 

Our analysis will start with the Old Testament, with a par-

ticular focus on how the Jews understood the purpose of their fasts 

and how they thought the fasting accomplished this purpose. We 

will follow this development in a loosely chronological fashion. 

Then we will continue into the New Testament, where we will 

combine the data of the Old Testament practice and interpret it in 

the light of Christ’s and the Apostles’ teaching concerning fasting. 

Old Testament 

The Hebrew word for fasting is צֹום som (substantive) and 

 swm (verb). These words together occur forty-seven times in צום

the Hebrew Old Testament. The practice of fasting among the Jew-

ish people is based upon the Canaanite funeral mourning rituals.1 

These funeral rituals consisted in not eating or drinking from sun-

rise to sunset and included weeping, grieving, and other manifes-

tations of lamentation.2 As a result, the Israelite custom of fasting 

is an ancient and deeply embedded aspect of their culture. This 

means that the use and purpose of fasting does not cleanly fit 

within rigid categories. Instead, in any given instance of fasting 

there are layers of meaning, each of which are relevant to the un-

derstanding of the action. The practice encompasses private and 

public rituals, and formal and spontaneous fasts during the same 

time periods. 

 

1 Cf. I. GARGANO, Digiuno in TTB 348.  
2 Cf. 1 Sam 31:13; 2 Sam 1:12; 1 Chron 10:12; Jdt 8:6; Esth 4:3; Ps 35:13; Ps 

109:24 for other examples of fasting in the context of mourning. 
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This makes tracing the development of the practice and the 

contemporary understanding of fasting in a systematic way diffi-

cult. The task is made easier by the historical foundation coming 

from mourning rituals. All fasting in the Old Testament will, in 

some way, maintain a notion of mourning and lamentation. As we 

will see, fasting will be linked with the lament over calamities, and 

the people’s sinfulness. This then will develop into acts of conver-

sion and seeking restoration of God’s favor, and ultimately thanks-

giving and blessing of the Lord for his gifts. We will explore this 

topic by first tracing the development of the Israelite’s understand-

ing of the purpose of fasting, and then look at when they would 

fast. 

Purpose of Fasting 

The first usage of the word for fasting comes in Judg 20:26, 

when after a defeat in battle3 Israel fasted and offered sacrificial 

peace offerings. The overall context is one of lamentation and 

seeking peace from the Lord. The story is immediately followed 

by a consultation of the Lord, where the people ask if they should 

return to battle.4 Here we find the most basic and fundamental pur-

pose for fasting. The people mourn and lament their defeat. In re-

sponse to this situation the people also link peace offerings. Al-

ready we have fasting linked to sacrifice. Another example of fast-

ing in the context of mourning is after the death of Saul and Jona-

than. 5  When David hears of their deaths, he and all of Israel 

mourns and fasts. 

The usage of the word fasting in the Old Testament begins 

to shift after David becomes king. While the connotation with 

death and mourning continues, the association of fasting with 

 

3 Cf. Judg 20:24-25. 
4 Cf. Judg 20:27-28. 
5 Cf. 2Sam 1:12. 
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intercession becomes more present.6 The most striking example 

comes immediately in this transition period, when David fasts in 

response to the sickness of his first son conceived with Bathsheba.7 

David is distraught at the news of the sickness and “[he] therefore 

besought God for the child; and David fasted.” (2 Sam 12:16) After 

the child died, he acted outside of the cultural norm and ceased 

fasting. His attendants questioned him, “You fasted and wept for 

the child while it was alive; but when the child died, you arose and 

ate food?” (2 Sam 12:21) This question by the servant portrays that 

fasting was most strongly associated with mourning. It made sense 

to mourn a dying child, but why stop this symbol of mourning after 

the child has died? David responds, “While the child was still alive, 

I fasted and wept; for I said, ‘Who knows whether the Lord will be 

gracious to me, that the child may live?’ But now he is dead; why 

should I fast? Can I bring him back again? I shall go to him, but he 

will not return to me.” (2 Sam 12:22-23) His fast was not princi-

pally one of mourning, but of intercession and self-humbling. 

David brings to the fore the intercessory aspect of lamenta-

tion. In the semitic culture, lamentation was thought to draw the 

attention of the deity by highlighting one’s plight. The deity would 

then have mercy upon the individual in response to their plight.8 

This had the effect of intercession for an individual. Their lowly 

state served as a mediator between the person and the deity.9 It 

rendered them worth of the deity’s mercy.10 Just previously David 

was successful in his encounter with Nathan in abasing himself and 

 

6 Cf. I. GARGANO, Digiuno in TTB 349. 
7 Cf. 2 Sam 12:15-23. 
8 D. LAMBERT, Fasting as a Penitential Rite: A Biblical Phenomenon?, «The 

Harvard Theological Review» 96 (2003/4) 483–484. 
9 Ibidem, 479–480. 
10 Cf. K. D. SAKENFELD, Love in AYBD 4:378; J. D. PLEINS, Poor, Poverty in 

AYBD 5:411. 
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so sparing his own life.11 He turns once more to humility and 

lamentation to intercede for his son. What is important about the 

lamentation and mourning in fasting is not the fast in itself, but that 

it serves as an intercessor. With lamentation also comes humility. 

The lamentation works because one becomes humble and someone 

who is not able to help themselves. David by humbling himself 

through his fast, puts himself at the mercy of the Lord.  

This aspect of self-humbling is also seen in 1 Kings 21:27-

29, when after Elijah condemned King Ahab for seizing Naboth’s 

lands,12 the king then “tore his clothes, and put sackcloth upon his 

flesh, and fasted and lay in sackcloth, and went about dejectedly.” 

(1 Kings 21:27) This is certainly a form of mourning as we saw 

with David, but the Lord in viewing this, interprets this action to 

Elijah by saying, “Have you seen how Ahab has humbled himself 

before me? Because he has humbled himself before me, I will not 

bring the evil in his days; but in his son’s days I will bring the evil 

upon his house.” (1 Kings 21:29) Humility before the Lord is the 

primary meaning which the symbol of fasting expresses. This in-

ternal disposition is the important development. 

The lamentation of David and Ahab could be viewed in a 

magical way. If I do these rituals and make myself pitiful and lam-

entable, then the Lord will necessarily respond, or at least increase 

the odds of his response. Instead the Lord corrects the thinking by 

highlighting it is the humility before the Lord, which is important, 

not the external pitifulness of the person. Going forward, self-hum-

bling and intercession become primary with fasting, instead of 

lamentation or mourning. 13  It is this humility before the Lord 

which becomes the source of the efficacy of the fasting. It is not 

 

11 Cf. 2 Sam 12:1-15. 
12 Cf. 1 Kings 21:17-24. 
13 Cf.  2 Chron 20:3-4; Ezra 8:21-23; Neh 1:4-11; Ps 69:10; Esth 4:16; Dan 9:3; 

Jon 3:5-10. 
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that the person has simply become lamentable or pitiful before the 

Lord of Mercy, but that they humbly place themselves in their 

proper place before him.  

Fasting also takes on the meaning of an act of conversion.14 

The people would humble themselves in fasting, professing their 

sins, and so beseech the Lord for his mercy and forgiveness. Af-

fliction was seen as the result of their sinfulness and so by fasting 

they sought reconciliation.15 This would be an entire ritual with 

gestures and vestures which further manifested their contrition. 

This contrition would then ultimately (in the ideal sense) result in 

their conversion and return to fidelity to the Lord and his covenant. 

If their trials resulted from their sin, their conversion would then 

result in their prosperity. 

Samuel, as he began to judge Israel, led the people in a rit-

ual manifesting their contrition and desire to return to the Lord. 

Then Samuel said to all the house of Israel, “If you are 

returning to the Lord with all your heart, then put away 

the foreign gods and the Ashtaroth from among you, and 

direct your heart to the Lord, and serve him only, and he 

will deliver you out of the hand of the Philistines.” So 

Israel put away the Baals and the Ashtaroth, and they 

served the Lord only.  

Then Samuel said, “Gather all Israel at Mizpah, and I will 

pray to the Lord for you.” So they gathered at Mizpah, 

and drew water and poured it out before the Lord, and 

fasted on that day, and said there, “We have sinned 

against the Lord.” And Samuel judged the sons of Israel 

at Mizpah. (1 Sam 7:3-6) 

He began by directing the people to put away their idols and follow 

the Lord. This sets the ritual in the context of conversion; what 

 

14 Cf. I. GARGANO, Digiuno in TTB 349.  
15 Cf. A. Z. IDELSOHN, Jewish Liturgy and Its Development, Schocken Books, 

New York 1967, 250. 
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follows is meant to change the people’s hearts from their idols to 

God. Once the people put away their idols, Samuel then directed 

them to gather at Mizpah. Mizpah at this time was a place of cultic 

and political significance, which gives these actions both a reli-

gious and a covenantal character.16 

The ritual itself was preceded by Samuel’s intercessory 

prayer. It then began with water being poured out and fasting. Wa-

ter here can be seen as purifying, as the people washed away the 

effects of their idolatry and return to the Lord and his covenant. 

They fasted combined with their confession of guilt which showed 

contrition and humility. This resulted with Samuel’s judgement of 

the people, a presumable judgment of reconciliation. The final 

verse then concludes with the Philistines attacking the Israelites 

and overcoming them.17 This success demonstrated their reconcil-

iation with the Lord. This ritual links the practice of fasting with a 

ritual of conversion or return to God. 

The prophets add to the development of fasting that the act 

is not magic, but instead must correspond with the right internal 

disposition. Conversion and intercession are not automatic things. 

Fasting does not force the Lord’s hand. We see this most strikingly 

with Elijah and the Prophets of Ba’al.18  The prophets afflicted 

themselves throughout the day, attempting to draw their god’s at-

tention. If only they made themselves pitiful enough that their lord 

would notice them, then their ritual would work, or so they thought. 

Instead it is the prophet Elijah, who has the proper relationship 

with the Lord, who prays and is heard. Fasting is meant to be a 

manifestation of one’s desire to return to right relationship with the 

 

16 Cf. P. M. ARNOLD, Mispah in AYBD 4:879. 
17 Cf. 1 Sam 7:7-11. 
18 Cf. 1 Kings 18:20-40. 
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Lord, not the affliction of self-harm so as to be worthy of the 

Lord’s mercy. 

Isaiah further develops fasting by insisting that man must 

grow in greater commitment to God and his neighbor through his 

fast.19 This continues the shift of fasting from an external ritual to 

an internal disposition. It is not external mourning for one’s sinful-

ness that the Lord desires, but the true return of the sinner to the 

covenant. Those who fast without true internal conversion will be 

ignored.20 But, just as in the earlier times, those who combine fast-

ing with true internal conversion can trust that the Lord will hear 

them and come to their aid.21 

 Along side these trends there is also another related pur-

pose of fasting, which is in preparation for an encounter with the 

Divine.22 What has been said about fasting as an act of humility 

and return to the covenant would naturally recommend it in prep-

aration for divine encounters. The most relevant example of fasting 

preceding a divine encounter is Moses on Mt. Sinai. 

When Moses goes up the mountain for the second time to 

write the second set of stone tablets, he fasted for forty days.23 It is 

presumable that the first time he was on the mountain for forty 

days he also refrained from food.24 During both of these moments 

Moses received the Law from the Lord and he also stood in the 

presence of the Lord.25 During both encounters a period of inter-

cession for the people occurred.26 These moments between Moses 

 

19 Cf. Is 58:3-7; J. MUDDIMAN, Fast, Fasting in AYBD 2:773. 
20 Cf. Jer 4:12. 
21 Cf. Is 58:8-12; Joel 2:12-19. 
22 Cf. I. GARGANO, Digiuno in TTB 349-350.  
23 Cf. Ex 34:28. 
24 Cf. Ex 24:18. 
25 Cf. Ex 33:5-6. 
26 Cf. Ex 32:11–14, and Ex 34:8–9. 
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and the Lord are the divine encounters par excellence in the Old 

Testament. Both encounters happened over forty days and it is not 

exactly clear at what point during this time the Law was given. 

Was it at the beginning, at the end, or spread out in a series of 

encounters? As such, it is not clear if Moses’ fast was before and 

so preparing him for the reception of the Law. Instead, it seems 

that Moses was with the Lord throughout this time, and in the pres-

ence of the Lord Moses fasted. 

In this case it is interesting to recall that previously Moses, 

when he saw the burning bush, was told to remove his sandals for 

he was on holy ground.27 In the culture at the time (and still so in 

many places) to remove one’s shoes is a sign of respect.28 Further, 

what are sandals? They are objects made of leather by human 

hands. The Lord commands Moses to put aside the dead skins of 

animals and so to come before him in Moses’ human and living 

flesh. Moses is to put aside the work of human labor to encounter 

the Lord. Sandals are also tools of his trade; they enable him to 

walk with greater surety. The Lord directs Moses to put aside these 

tools of labor as the encounter with the Lord is not laborious. Fur-

ther, sandals help keep the foot clean, especially when walking 

around sheep. By removing his sandals he prevents the filth of his 

worldly occupation from entering this place made holy by God’s 

presence. These sandals which are proper worldly goods were set 

aside when Moses stepped upon this holy ground. 

With this in mind we can turn back to Moses on Mt. Sinai. 

Here no longer is a bush aflame, but instead a whole mountain is 

engulfed in fire and made sacred. In the presence of the bush, Mo-

ses drew close to the fire, while on the mountain Moses enters 

 

27 Cf. Ex 3:5. 
28 Cf. J. GAVIGAN, B. MCCARTHY, T. MCGOVERN (eds.), The Pentateuch, Dub-

lin, Four Courts Press 1999, 256. 
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within the flame. In the first, Moses remains outside and removes 

his shoes. In the second, Moses enters within and abstains from 

food. In the first, a minor worldly good is removed, while in the 

second, an essential worldly good is removed. Moses while in the 

midst of the presence of the Lord abstains from all food and water 

as he is with the Lord of Life.  

From this experience Moses would go on to teach, “he 

humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with manna, which 

you did not know, nor did your fathers know; that he might make 

you know that man does not live by bread alone, but that man lives 

by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD.” (Dt 8:3) 

Moses fasted, not because he was in mourning before the Lord, but 

instead because he was fulfilled and satisfied by God. By setting 

aside the most basic bodily need for sustenance, he was more per-

fectly disposed to enter into a new and more profoundly lifegiving 

relationship with the Lord. This fast both prepares and facilitates 

Moses’ profound encounter with God. 

 The prophet Joel then merges many of these threads when 

he calls for a fast.29 He proclaims that “the day of the Lord is near, 

and as destruction from the Almighty it comes.” (Joel 1:15) The 

immediate context is one of lamentation for the plight in which the 

people found themselves  during the Post-Exilic period. The tradi-

tional fast in times of trial is proclaimed and he calls for a return 

to the Lord. There is an urgency for the Lord is near, and so they 

are to fast in preparation for his arrival.30 The Lord on his part 

promises that he will bless them and remove their trial from them 

if they are faithful to the covenant.31 Beyond simply relieving their 

material difficulties, the Lord proclaims that “it shall come to pass 

 

29 Cf. Joel 1:13-15; J. MUDDIMAN, Fasting in AYBD 2:774. 
30 Cf. Joel 1:15. 
31 Cf. Joel 2:18-19. 
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afterward, that I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and 

your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, 

and your young men shall see visions.” (Joel 2:28) Not only are 

the people in a period of preparation by lamenting and returning to 

the Lord, but they are to prepare for his new presence among them. 

They will all become prophets. Their fast is to prepare them for 

this new encounter with the divine, the encounter of the intimate 

relationship which a prophet has with God. The fulfillment of this 

promise will be realized in the New Testament. 

Timing of Fasting 

 Having looked at the purpose of fasting in the Old Testa-

ment we will now look at the moments when fasting occurred. It 

was not a structured practice in pre-exilic Israel or fixed to partic-

ular rituals.32 Instead fasting was primarily a private cultural cus-

tom with particular days proclaimed as a public fast for a particular 

situation. It would not be until the period of exile and afterwards 

that fasting became more structured and formally attached to ritual 

practice.33 Private or personal fasts could occur at any time and 

would normally occur in response to some moment of mourning 

or trial. 

This timing was then transferred to public fasts. The leader 

of the community could call a time of public fast when they 

thought one was needed. In 1 Kings 21:8-14 we see Jezebel pro-

claim a fast and place Naboth at the head, so as to publicly and 

falsely accuse him of blasphemy. The ritual involved is unclear, 

but it is treated as a regularly occurring event. No reason is given 

 

32 The singular exception to this would be the fast on Yom Kippur. This festival 

itself will be treated in greater details later. 
33 Cf. H. LAMBERTY-ZIELINSKI, צֹום som in G. J. BOTTERWECK, H. RINGGREN, 

H. J. FABRY (eds.), Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, vols 15, Eerd-

mans, Grand Rapids 2003.12:298.  
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why they should fast, and no one questions it. The people were 

accustomed to their leaders calling public fasts when they saw fit. 

These public fast days were normally called for either communal 

calamities or in commemoration of historical calamities.34 

These days entailed prayers requesting forgiveness and 

readings from the Torah.35 The blessing of a priest would at times 

be united with these public fasts. This would originally be done in 

the Temple, but then later in the synagogues. Unlike other priestly 

blessings in a synagogue, which required a minimum of ten men 

present, when the blessing was given at the close of a public fast, 

the regulation requiring a quorum was suspended.36 In the post-

exilic period we find fasting more directly linked with rituals. As 

Nehemiah was reestablishing the Israelites in Jerusalem, we find 

them fasting on set days in preparation for worship.37 In the second 

temple period fasting and lamentation rituals were added to all of 

the feasts.38   

 The most prominent placement of a fast comes in the period 

beginning with Rosh Hashanah and finishing with Yom Kippur.39 

Rosh Hashanah is the beginning of the Israelite New Year. It is 

when the fall rains came, and the preparation of the fields began. 

It is a time to review the past year and prepare for the following 

year. Rosh Hashanah opened with the blowing of the shofar and 

the day concluded with a great blessing of the Lord and his 

 

34 Cf. IDELSOHN, Jewish Liturgy and Its Development, 249. 
35 These prayers are called specifically selihot. For a further discussion on these 

prayer see The Seliha in I. ELBOGEN, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, 

Jewish Pubn Soc.-Jewish Theological Seminary of America, Philadelphia 1993, 

177–184. For a further discuss of the public fast days see Ibidem, 107. 
36 Cf. ELBOGEN, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, 62–64. 
37 Cf. Neh 9:1; Jer 8:19. 
38 Cf. Zech 7:5, 8:19; I. GARGANO, Digiuno in TTB 350.  
39 Cf. I. GARGANO, Il Grande Digiuno Annuale in TTB 350; The High Holy 

Days in B. M. EDIDIN, Jewish Holidays and Festivals, Hebrew Publishing Com-

pany, New York 1940, 45–68. 
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kingship. After which follows a ten-day period of penance and 

seeking the Lord.40 The first day after Rosh Hashanah developed 

into the Fast of Gedaliah. This fast commemorates the assassina-

tion of Gedaliah, who had been made governor of Judah after the 

Babylonian exile.41 

 Yom Kippur, the day of atonement, then completes this pe-

riod with a day of fasting. This is a complete fast from all food and 

water, and lasts an entire day from sunset to sunset. The people are 

exhorted to fast and return once more to living in accord with the 

covenant. “And it shall be a statute to you for ever that in the sev-

enth month, on the tenth day of the month, you shall afflict your-

selves, and shall do no work, either the native or the stranger who 

sojourns among you; for on this day shall atonement be made for 

you, to cleanse you; from all your sins you shall be clean before 

the Lord.” (Lev 16:29-30)42 The fast of Yom Kippur is the only 

prescribed fast in the law. 

Note, that the prescription cited does not say fast but to af-

flict yourself. To afflict oneself in the Old Testament means 

(among other actions) to abstain from all food and drink.43 Most 

times the phrase to afflict oneself appears in the Old Testament it 

means to fast with other expressions of mourning and lamenta-

tion.44 

The community gathers together to pray throughout the en-

tire day. The central prayer of the day is the confession of sins.45 

 

40 Cf. A. P. BLOCK, The Biblical and Historical Background of Jewish Customs 

and Ceremonies, Ktav Publishing House, New York 1980, 157. 
41 Cf. 2 Kings 25:22-26. 
42 See also Lev 23:29. 
43 Cf. BLOCK, The Biblical and Historical Background of Jewish Customs and 

Ceremonies, 168–169. 
44 Cf. LAMBERT, Fasting as a Penitential Rite: A Biblical Phenomenon?, 484. 
45 Cf. ELBOGEN, Jewish Liturgy: A Comprehensive History, 127–126. 
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The liturgical celebration ended with the ceremony of “the Closing 

Service,” wherein the gates of the temple were closed, which was 

the actual moment of forgiveness of sins. It was thought that the 

closing of the gate symbolized the sealing away of man’s faults.46 

Within this context the action of fasting brings to the fore the 

themes of lamenting one’s sins, and conversion of life. The result 

of which is the restored relationship with the Lord and renewal of 

his blessings. 

Conclusion 

 From the preceding analysis we can conclude in brief that 

the original practice of fasting comes from the surrounding culture 

in which the Israelites developed. It was originally placed within 

the context of mourning and lamentation. The reasoning was that 

if one were lamentable then the Lord of Mercy would favor them. 

This notion was too restrictive and external to the person, and so 

the practice developed along the lines of internalizing the meaning 

of what fasting symbolized. Instead of being externally pitiful, one 

must become internally humble before the Lord. Once one is hum-

ble, they can intercede before the Lord. Instead of mourning the 

effects of one’s sins externally, one must internalize their sorrow 

and convert their life. This conversion necessitates the recommittal 

to following the covenant of the Lord by his people. 

 This is what the prophets led the people to understand. It is 

good to fast, but it must correspond to the equivalent internal dis-

position. They often remind the people that the Lord is nearby and 

desires to bless them, if only they turn from their ways and obey 

the covenant. Fasting serves its purpose when it manifests the in-

ternal sorrow for sin and recommitment to the Lord. This 

 

46 Cf. Ibidem, 127. 
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conversion though must result in love of God and neighbor to be 

an authentic or helpful fast. 

 This closeness of God also highlights the other aspect of 

fasting, which is forgoing worldly goods in the presence of God. 

So often Israel’s struggle was trusting that the Lord would fulfill 

his promises. Fasting, the abstinence from something which is nec-

essary for life, is an act of faith in the Lord of Life. As we saw, 

Moses fasted for forty days, twice on Mt. Sinai. He could forgo the 

worldly need of food because he had entered into the true source 

of life. Fasting then is a withdrawal from the worldly, and entrance 

into the divine by making an act of faith that the Lord will provide. 

 As we move into the inter-testament period, the use and 

understanding of fasting does not change much. The Pharisees 

fasted quite frequently, and many people voluntarily fasted on par-

ticular days of the week.47 The Essenes provide no direct attesta-

tion to individual fasting and only indirect attestation to communal 

fasting on the Day of Atonement.48 With this background we can 

then move into the New Testament. 

New Testament 

 To understand fasting in the New Testament, we will first 

look at Christ’s direct teachings on it, and then look at the other 

places in the New Testament in which we find the action. To start, 

the Greek word for fasting is νηστεία in the substantive and νη-

στεύω as a verb. The substantive form appears five times49 and as 

 

47 Cf. E. SCHURER, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ, 

2, T&T Clark, Edinburgh 1991, 483–484. 
48 Cf. H. LAMBERTY-ZIELINSKI, צֹום som in G. J. BOTTERWECK, H. RINGGREN, 

H. J. FABRY (eds.), Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 12:301.  
49 Cf. Lk 2:37; Acts 14:23; 27:9; 2 Cor 6:5, 11:27. 
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a verb twenty times.50 This verb is used consistently in the LXX to 

translate from the Hebrew swm.51 The semantically related word 

νῆστις occurs twice52 and is used to indicate when one has not 

eaten. This is different from the state of being hungry (πεινάω). 

νῆστις is a more general term, and it indicates that one has not eaten 

for a certain time, while νηστεία indicates an intentionality in not 

eating.53 As such we will focus on the intentional actions of fasting. 

Christ in the Desert 

Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to 

be tempted by the devil. And he fasted forty days and 

forty nights, and afterward he was hungry. And the 

tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, 

command these stones to become loaves of bread.” But 

he answered, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread 

alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth 

of God.’” (Mt 4:1-4) 

 The story of Christ going into the desert follows his bap-

tism in the Jordan, and is before he begins his public ministry. This 

narrative occurs in all three synoptic gospels.54 Mark’s recounting 

however is much simplified, only noting that Christ was in the de-

sert for forty days and was tempted. Luke and Matthew share in 

 

50 Eight times in Matthew: Mt 4:2, 6:16, 17, 18, 9:14, 15; six times in Mark: Mk 

2:18, 19, 20; four times in Luke: Lk 5:33, 34, 35, 18:12; and twice in Acts of 

the Apostles: Acts 13:2, 3. 
51 Cf. H. LAMBERTY-ZIELINSKI, צֹום som in G. J. BOTTERWECK, H. RINGGREN, 

H. J. FABRY (eds.), Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 12:301.  
52 Mt 15:32 and Mk 8:3, both of which are the story of the multiplication of 

loaves. 
53 Νηστεία can indicate the simple state of hunger, but it is more frequently em-

ployed in a religious context indicating an intentionality behind the action. Cf. 

J. BEHM, νῆστις, νηστεύω, νηστεία in G. KITTLE, G. W. DROMILEY, G. FRIEDRICH 

(eds.), The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, 4:925. 
54 Cf. Lk 4:1-2; Mk 1:12–13.  
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most aspects, except Luke adds at the beginning, “And Jesus, full 

of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan.” (Lk 4:1a)  

 Preceding this event was the Baptism in the Jordan.55 His 

baptism is a profound theophany which manifests the Trinity. The 

Father speaks, the Holy Spirit descends in the form of a dove, and 

the Son is called beloved. Christ’s miraculous origins are shown to 

be the union of man and God. This event which precedes his period 

in the desert is the first public manifestation of Christ’s divinity. 

His period in the desert then reinforces his humanity. Luke further 

strengthens this emphasis on Christ’s humanity by inserting his 

version of the genealogy between the baptism and Christ going 

into the desert.56 

Christ does not go into the desert of his own accord but is 

led by the Spirit. He is united to the Father and does the will of the 

Father as made known in the Spirit. All the actions which follow 

are not simply of human design but of divine design. Note the se-

quence of events, Christ is led into the desert to be tempted by the 

devil. He fasted for forty days and nights, and then he was hungry. 

Then after this the devil tempted him. This period in the desert is 

instructive for us, as Christ demonstrates how man will be able to 

resist temptation. 

 This resistance of temptation hinges on two aspects: being 

led by the Spirit and fasting. Man’s great struggle is placing our-

selves under the guidance of the Lord and obedience to his path. 

The devil from the very beginning sought to lead man astray by 

affirming how pleasurable the forbidden fruit appeared to be and 

pridefully encouraging our first parents the promise of becoming 

like God.57 In grasping the fruit, man then fell under the law of sin 

 

55 Cf. Mt 3:13–17; Mk 1:9–11; Lk 3:21–22. 
56 Cf. Lk 3:23-38. 
57 Cf. Gen 3:1–6. 
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and death. This is why St. Paul says, “walk by the Spirit, and do 

not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the flesh are 

against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh; 

for these are opposed to each other, to prevent you from doing what 

you would. But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the 

law.” (Gal 6:16-18) Instead of listening to the devil, we are to listen 

to the Spirit of the Lord. He will show us how to resist temptation 

and lead us back into the garden, where we will no longer be under 

the old law. 

 Christ, as true God, in union with the Spirit, shows human-

ity that true man is able to resist temptation through this union in 

the Spirit. By submitting himself to the guidance of the Spirit, man 

places himself back under the guidance of the Lord. This is not a 

stable position for man, and so we must resist being led away from 

the Spirit. This resistance is not a simple willed act, but a moment 

for which we prepare. As the body exists in time and progresses in 

growth, it must be prepared to resist temptation. To instruct us in 

this resistance, Christ fasted as an example for us. The core divi-

sion between the Spirit and the body is that we so often believe 

that following the Spirit will result in death if we do not satisfy the 

desires of the body. Christ fasted then for forty days in the desert, 

which manifested what the perfected human body can do when 

truly united to God. The one who lives on the Word of God, will 

live forever, even without food in a desert.58 

 

58 This is not to say that anyone can simply fast perpetually. Christ being True 

God and True Man could do so. His divinity sustained his humanity in whatever 

trial it needed to be sustained. But it does highlight that in the resurrected body, 

one will be able to forgo food. This is already prefigured by those particular 

holy men and women who are able to fast for extended periods or live on the 

Eucharist alone for years. See the stories of St. Mary Magdalen in the last years 

of her life for example. 



 

 

New Testament 

25 

 

 

 The first temptation by the devil is directed right at the hun-

ger of Christ. The devil seeks to lead him astray with the low hang-

ing fruit. Because Christ fasted in the Spirit, his fasting was already 

ordered towards aligning the passions of the body with the spirit. 

And so Christ over comes this immediate temptation and the devil 

must turn to other spiritual temptations. When our fasts are not di-

rected or oriented towards the Lord and growing in communion 

with him, it is also difficult to order properly the passions involved 

in the fasting. It is supposed to teach the body that its needs are 

subservient to the spirit and will truly be fulfilled in the Spirit. Oth-

erwise the hunger quickly becomes the obstacle to overcome, and 

indulgence replaces moderation. 

 Christ’s fast is one of preparation. Immediately it prepares 

him to face the temptations of the devil. Remotely it prepares 

Christ for his public ministry which begins immediately after this 

story. In this we can find a connection with the forty days of Moses 

on Mt. Sinai. There he received the Law and then proclaimed it to 

the people. There he fasted as he was in the presence of the Lord. 

In our story Christ is with the Spirit and so also he is fasting. 

Caught up in the divine and in preparation for his public ministry 

there is no need for food. As Moses forwent his worldly needs, so 

too Christ in preparation to proclaim the Kingdom.  

 Within this perspective it should not be surprising that the 

period ended in trial and temptation. The Israelites, at the end of 

Moses’ first period on the mountain, sinned against the Lord with 

the golden calf. At the end of Christ’s period of fasting he is 

tempted against the Lord, but this time overcomes the trial. He 

shows all those who will be apart of this kingdom, which he is 

about to proclaim, how to resist temptations. They must be docile 

to the Spirit and fast. 
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Christ’s teaching on fasting 

Following Christ’s period in the desert, there are a series of 

teachings by him concerning the purpose of fasting. The first 

teaching is immediately after Christ had taught his disciples how 

to pray the Our Father. 

And when you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypo-

crites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting may 

be seen by men. Truly, I say to you, they have their re-

ward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your 

face, that your fasting may not be seen by men but by 

your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in 

secret will reward you. (Mt 6:16-18) 

This passage follows the same general structure of his teaching on 

prayer59 and almsgiving60. The reward or value of the action is 

given by God and not human acclamation. As such, these three 

actions are not to be done in a public way so as to draw public 

reward. Instead they should be done with the only hope of reward 

coming from the Lord. We do not give alms because we think so-

ciety, or the person aided, will reward us. We do not pray so that 

the world praises our piety. And so we do not fast to be acknowl-

edged for our humility. 

 Just as no one would say Christ absolutely forbids public 

or communal prayer and almsgiving, so too we should not think 

Christ forbids public or communal fasting. Christ here is reforming 

fasting so as to recenter and focus the practice. The practice of 

looking dismal and disfiguring their faces derives from the Old 

Testament mourning rituals, which are the central root of biblical 

fasting. Christ instead critiques these external expressions and sol-

idly founds the end of fasting internally. This is the culmination of 

the prophetic developments in the Old Testament. Fasting is not 

 

59 Cf. Mt 6:5–8. 
60 Cf. Mt 6:1–4. 
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merely an external ritual, but the external manifestation of an in-

ternal disposition. This is what makes it a true symbol, that it man-

ifests another reality beyond itself. Instead the person fasting is to 

anoint their head and wash their face, which is to take on the dis-

position of one celebrating. 61  With this move fasting develops 

even further from an action which essentially is mourning, and fur-

ther towards essentially an act of humility and the training of the 

passions.  

 A few chapters later in the Gospel of Matthew we arrive at 

Christ’s next teaching on fasting. This time he is approached by 

the disciples of John the Baptist seeking to understand the practice 

of the disciples of Christ. 

Then the disciples of John came to him, saying, “Why do 

we and the Pharisees fast, but your disciples do not fast?” 

And Jesus said to them, “Can the wedding guests mourn 

as long as the bridegroom is with them? The days will 

come, when the bridegroom is taken away from them, 

and then they will fast. And no one puts a piece of un-

shrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch tears away 

from the garment, and a worse tear is made. Neither is 

new wine put into old wineskins; if it is, the skins burst, 

and the wine is spilled, and the skins are destroyed; but 

new wine is put into fresh wineskins, and so both are pre-

served.” (Mt 9:14-17)62 

On first pass we find that fasting is not entirely unlinked from 

mourning. The implication is that Christ is the bridegroom and so 

it is presently a time of celebration. One is not to fast at the wed-

ding feast. The subsequent examples which Christ gives, each have 

the notion of properly ordering events and not mixing things which 

 

61 Cf. D. BERGANT, R. J. KARRIS (eds.), The Collegeville Bible Commentary: 

Based on the New American Bible with Revised New Testament, Liturgical Press, 

Collegeville 1989, 872.  
62 Cf. Mk 2:18-22; Lk 5:33-39. The differences between the three accounts are 

insignificant for our study. 
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ought to exist in their own place. In the time of rejoicing, rejoice; 

in mourning, mourn.63 This aspect of properly ordering actions, 

and allowing them to have their proper place provides two aspects 

to fasting. 

The first is that the arrival and presence of Christ is a time 

of joy. When the bridegroom is present, we should rejoice. This 

seems obvious, but our actions quite often betray our misbelief in 

this reality. The disciples who questioned Christ did not see him as 

the promised one, the bridegroom, as Emanuel or God-With-Us. 

They wanted to fast while being unaware that the bridegroom was 

present. They wanted to mourn at a wedding. This is the contradic-

tion which Christ draws out. The issue is not fasting in se at the 

wedding feast, but it is mourning at the wedding feast. These dis-

ciples of John viewed fasting essentially as an act of mourning. 

They have not yet internalized Christ’s re-founding of fasting as 

essentially an act of humility instead of mourning. As we saw with 

Moses and Christ in the desert though, they fasted in the presence 

of the Lord, and so there can be a place for fasting before the bride-

groom. 

Moses’ and Christ’s fast however was a fast of communion, 

which is consonant with a fast of humility. They abstained from 

worldly food to delight of the heavenly food. Their bodily fast led 

them into the spiritual banquet. The disciples of John however, fast 

in body but then do not enter the spiritual banquet hall. This is the 

second aspect of fasting highlighted. There is no place for fasting 

with the purpose of morning in the presence of the bridegroom. 

The Christian can have confidence that the Lord is continually with 

them.64 This does not however mean the Christian is not to fast. As 

was just seen above, the disciple is to fast, but not in a way that is 

 

63 Cf. Eccl 3:1-2; Rm 12:15. 
64 Cf. Mt 28:20. 
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contradictory to a celebration. The fast is supposed to be one which 

assists in placing the body under the control of the spirit, so that 

the disciple can enter more fully into the celebration. It is a fast of 

communion and humility, where the bodily goods are forsaken for 

the greater spiritual goods. 

After the disciples of John questioned Christ, while speak-

ing to some pharisees, he gave this parable on fasting: 

He also told this parable to some who trusted in them-

selves that they were righteous and despised others: 

“Two men went up into the temple to pray, one a Pharisee 

and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and 

prayed thus with himself, ‘God, I thank you that I am not 

like other men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even 

like this tax collector. I fast twice a week, I give tithes of 

all that I get.’ But the tax collector, standing far off, 

would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his 

breast, saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’ I tell 

you, this man went down to his house justified rather than 

the other; for every one who exalts himself will be hum-

bled, but he who humbles himself will be exalted.” (Lk 

18:9-14) 

Happily, we know to which temperaments this parable is directed. 

It is aimed at those “who trusted in themselves that they were right-

eous and despised others.” (Lk 18:9) The parable seeks to correct 

this behavior. The pharisee boasts of his righteousness, that he ful-

filled all the external precepts unlike those other sinners. In con-

trast we know nothing about what the tax collector did before en-

tering the temple. All we know is that he came to the temple in 

humble supplication seeking the Lord. He placed himself beneath 

the Lord of Heaven, while the pharisee sought to extract God’s 

blessing on account of his personal righteousness. Fasting and 

good works are of naught to those who seek to force God’s hand. 

This is the sin of Eve trying to seize the blessing of immortality. 

Only those who humbly place themselves beneath the Lord can 

receive his mercy. 
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Herein is the proper place for fasting as mourning. Should 

we find ourselves outside of the kingdom of life, against the Lord 

of Life, it is proper to mourn being under the law of death. Fasting 

as mourning then is of value as one seeks to come under the Lord 

of Life and Mercy once more. This movement of humility is what 

disposes one to be restored to right relationship with the Lord. 

They have left or been expelled from the wedding feast, and so 

rightly mourns. But upon their readmittance, they will no longer 

fast in mourning. The tax collector seeks mercy in humility and so 

is exalted.  

Fasting and the Exorcism of the demoniac 

 There is one more example of fasting in the Synoptic gos-

pels, Mk 9:29, “These kind can only come out with prayer [and 

fasting].”65 This verse is complicated as the last two words and 

fasting are absent from the two most ancient manuscripts from the 

beginning of the 3rd Century, but they are present in most later 

manuscripts including Coptic and Syriac editions.66 It is present in 

 

65 This discussion also holds true for Mt 17:21, which contains the same com-

ment concerning fasting. The word is missing in the most ancient manuscripts, 

and then appears in later manuscripts. Cf. E. NESTLE, E. NESTLE, B. ALAND 

(eds.), Nestle-Aland: NTG Apparatus Criticus, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 

Stuttgart 201228, 55. The version in Lk 9:37–43 however never contains this 

addition of and fasting as Nestle-Aland’s critical apparatus does not note any 

manuscript variants with it. 
66 Cf. Ibidem, 141. 



 

 

New Testament 

31 

 

 

the Vulgata67 but not in the Nova Vulgata.68 The Greek edition of 

the New Testament by Nestle-Aland also emits it.69 

Some editions of the Diatessaron by Tatian contain the 

verse,70 however Ephraim in his commentary on the Diatessaron 

does not seem to be aware of the verse.71 The Diatessaron itself 

originates from the second century,72 however there are diverse 

manuscript traditions resulting from the different languages it was 

translated into, which resulted in different editions maintaining the 

words. Tertullian writing in the early 3rd Century may be aware of 

the verse.73 Ambrose writing in the 4th Century was aware of the 

verse.74 Jerome writing at the beginning of the 5th Century is also 

aware of the verse,75 which is not surprising as he included it in his 

 

67 Mk 9:28 in R. GRYSON (ed.), Biblia sacra iuxta vulgatam versionem, Deu-

tsche Bibelgesellschaft, Stuttgart 20075. 
68 Mk 9:29 in Nova Vulgata Bibliorum Sacrorum editio Sacrosancti Oecumenici 

Concilii Vaticani II ratione habita iussu Pauli Pp. VI recognita auctoritate 

Joannis Pauli Pp. II promulgata, editio typica altera, Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 

Città del Vaticano 1998. 
69 Mk 9:29 in K. ALAND, B. ALAND, J. KARAVIDOPOULOS (eds.), Novum Testa-

mentum Graece, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, Stuttgart 201228. 
70 Cf. TATIAN, The Diatessaron of Tatian 24:47 in A. MENZIES (ed.), Ante-Ni-

cene Fathers, 10, Christian Literature Company, New York 1897, 81.  
71 Cf. EPHRAEM SYRUS, Commentaire de L’evangile Concodant Ou Diatessaron 

XIV IV 15 in SCh 121:251.  
72 Cf. W. L. PETERSEN, Titian’s Diatessaron, Brill, Leiden 1994, 72. 
73 “Docuit etiam Adversus diriora daemonia ieiuniis proeliandum.” TERTULLI-

ANUS, De Ieuiunio  Adversus Psychicos 8:3 in CCL 2:1265. Tertullian places 

this statement immediately after he speaks of Christ’s fast in the desert, which 

serves as an example for human behavior in resisting the devil. The cited section 

could be in reference to the example given in the desert or it could be a reference 

to an extended Mk 9:28(29). 
74 Cf. AMBROSIUS, In Psalmu XLV Enarratio 9 in PL 14:1137.  
75 Cf. “et acriora daemonia docuit non nisi oratione et ieiuniis posse superari.” 

HEIRONYMUS, Adversus Jovinianum Lib. II 15 in PL 23:309. Jerome links this 

teaching by Christ to his period of fasting in the desert. This could indicate Je-

rome’s awareness of Tertullian’s connection which linked Christ’s period in the 

desert and the utility of fasting, and so connected it to Mk 9:28. Or it could 

reinforce that the edition of Mk 9:28 which Tertullian possessed contained the 

variant reading. 
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Latin translation of the Gospels, which was completed at the end 

of the 4th Century. 

The current scholarly opinion is that the words and fasting 

are a latter addition as fasting became more important in the Chris-

tian community.76 We will look briefly at this verse with the added 

words as it was used in the Roman Lectionary,77 and was received 

in the western patristic period; and so formed how the Roman 

Church understood fasting. 

 In all three synoptic Gospels this story of the demoniac78 

follows after the Transfiguration, and before Christ once more 

speaks of his death and resurrection. As in Christ’s period in the 

desert, we have the manifestation of Christ’s divinity in the trans-

figuration, followed by an encounter with a demon, and conclud-

ing with a new proclamation of the gospel. This encounter with the 

demon by the disciples is unsuccessful as it was not preceded by 

prayer and fasting, as Christ had done in the desert before his pe-

riod of temptation. These parallels bring out the following points: 

The Christian practice of prayer and fasting flow from the encoun-

ter with Christ, the God-Man. They are important for over coming 

temptations by demons. This is all ultimately directed towards the 

realization of the Gospel of Christ; his passion, death, and resur-

rection. Finally fasting is not an end, but instead a means to over-

come temptation so as to enter into the fullness of the Paschal Mys-

tery. 

 

76  Cf. P. W. COMFORT, New Testament Text and Translation Commentary: 

Commentary on the Variant Readings of the Ancient New Testament Manu-

scripts and How They Relate to the Major English Translations, Tyndale House 

Publishers, Carol Stream 2008, 130. 
77 FERIA QUARTA Quatuor Temporum Septembris in M. SODI, A. TONIOLO 

(eds.), Missale Romanum ex Decreto SS. Concilii Tridentini restitutum Summo-

rum Pontificum cura recognitum, editio typica 1962, edizione anastatica, Libre-

ria Editrice Vaticana, Città del Vaticano 2007. 
78 Cf. Mk 9:14–29. 
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St. Paul on Fasting 

 Paul places ascetical practices squarely in the field of train-

ing and preparation. As athletes train and abstain from many things, 

so too does Paul and by his example others should also.79 This bod-

ily training is useful, but of secondary value to holiness of life.80 

This is consistent with the Gospels, where ascetical practices are 

subservient to right living and conversion of spirit.81 Paul teaches 

that those who practice rigorous bodily abasements without true 

wisdom, do this practice for no reason and in fact increase their 

enslavement to their passions.82 This makes sense as the end of 

fasting is properly ordering the body and spirit, and ultimately 

growing in humility as one places themselves beneath the Lord.83 

When we choose our own penances without regard to those given 

by God, we instead assert our will against the Lord’s which only 

results in the spirit’s further subservience to the body.84 Finally we 

know that Paul went without food for extended times and endured 

great hardships, but this was always in the service of the kingdom 

and enabled him to be a more credible witness.85 

 

79 Cf. 1 Cor 9:24-27; J. GRIBOMONT, ASCESIS-ASCETIC in A. DI BERARDINO 

(ed.), Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity, IVP Academic, Downers Grove, IL 

2014, 1:254. 
80 Cf. 1 Tim 4:8; Ibidem, 1:254; P. PERKINS, Pastoral Epistles in D. N. FREED-

MAN, A. C. MYERS, A. B. BECK (eds.), Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, Eerd-

mans, Grand Rapids 2000, 1436. 
81 Cf. Asceticism in F. L. CROSS, E. A. LIVINGSTONE (eds.), The Oxford Diction-

ary of the Christian Church, Oxford University Press, Oxford 19973, 114. 
82 Cf. Col 2:20-23; P. PERKINS, Pastoral Epistles in J. D. G. DUNN, J. W. ROG-

ERSON (eds.), Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible, Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 

MI 2003, 1409. 
83 Cf. C. J. ROETZEL, Asceticism in D. N. FREEDMAN, A. C. MYERS, A. B. BECK 

(eds.), Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, 111. 
84 Cf. Col 2:20-23; D. BERGANT, R. J. KARRIS (eds.), The Collegeville Bible 

Commentary: Based on the New American Bible with Revised New Testament, 

1184-1185. 
85 Cf. 2 Cor 6:4-8; 2 Cor 11:27; J. GRIBOMONT, ASCESIS-ASCETIC in A. DI 

BERARDINO (ed.), Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity, 1:254. 
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Fasting and Election 

 In a unique development, we also find fasting preceding the 

election of members in the community to hold a particular office. 

This is hinted at in the appointment of the twelve apostles.86 In 

both Mark and Luke, Christ went into the mountains to pray before 

naming the twelve. As we have seen, mountains are often associ-

ated with fasting and result in a proclamation of a new aspect of 

the kingdom. Luke further adds that Christ prayed through the 

night and then on the following day he called the disciples to him-

self. This most likely means that Christ fasted through this whole 

period. And so we find Christ in prayer and fasting; this time it is 

before he names the apostles, after which he sends them out to 

preach the kingdom. 

 We find fasting in a similar context when Paul is sent on 

his first apostolic mission.87 He was in Antioch with the commu-

nity there while, “they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the 

Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for the work 

to which I have called them.’ Then after fasting and praying they 

laid their hands on them and sent them off.” (Acts 13:2-3) Two 

interesting things are present here. First, they were fasting and 

worshiping. There was no contradiction in this pairing and no ex-

planation is given, which indicates that this was a regular practice. 

This is further supported by the prophetess Anna who is described 

as one who “did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fast-

ing and prayer night and day.” (Lk 2:37) The second is that upon 

the message from the Holy Spirit, they continued to fast, then 

prayed (presumably in intercession and dedication), and then sent 

Paul and Barnabas on mission. Their fast prepared both the com-

munity, and Paul and Barnabas for this commissioning. 

 

86 Cf. Mt 10:1-3; Mk 3:13-19; Lk 6:12-16. 
87 Cf. Acts 13:1-3. 
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 Once more, on Paul’s return to Antioch it is noted that, 

“they had appointed elders for [the communities] in every church, 

with prayer and fasting, they committed them to the Lord in whom 

they believed.” (Acts 14:23) This adds the accent that this fasting 

precedes not any commissioning, but a commissioning of leader-

ship. The leaders of the community fasted with the community in 

preparation for them to receive this new office. This should not be 

surprising given the connection of fasting with both humility and 

the proclamation of the Gospel, with which the leaders of the com-

munity are particularly entrusted. 

Conclusion 

 From what we have seen we can draw some general con-

clusions. First, the New Testament’s conception of fasting is inline 

with the path of development in the Old Testament. The Old Tes-

tament grew in emphasizing the need for the internal coalignment 

of the external expression of fasting. The Old Testament developed 

away from the pure ritual of mourning and towards conversion and 

humility. This is retained and deepened in the New Testament. 

 This notion of humility and the corresponding call to obe-

dience to the Lord is the consistent refrain throughout salvation 

history. The first sin was of pride and disobedience. The people 

consistently sinned (which is none other than transgressing the di-

vine ordering of creation) and then are called to convert in humility, 

so as to restore the order of the covenant. Christ then realizes this 

in his perfect act of humility and obedience, which truly reconciles 

creation (that is truly reorders creation back to the Father). Fasting 

then is set within this dynamic of humility and reordering of one’s 

life towards the Lord. By forgoing that which is life sustaining, we 

reorient our lives towards that which is the true source of life, God. 

This action though is symbolic. The external action mani-

fests the internal conversion towards the Lord. Without this 
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internal reality for the external action to point towards, the fast 

ceases to be a sign. The external action also reinforces this internal 

disposition, by forcing the person to seek their source of life else-

where than worldly food. This is also why fasting must correspond 

to the internal disposition of humility and conversion. Simply ab-

staining from food does not constitute humility or a return to the 

Lord. This is like a child who does not eat so as to spite their par-

ents when reprimanded, and only results in spiting themselves with 

their hunger. But to one who truly seeks to rebase their lives within 

the Lord’s kingdom, fasting is a powerful symbol of their internal 

commitment. 

This then leads to the development in the New Testament, 

where fasting is done in the Spirit. Because it is a symbol of hu-

mility, it cannot entirely be willed by the one seeking to be humble. 

If I say, “Look at my humility present in this action,” quite often 

the exact opposite is expressed. This action becomes an assertion 

of the will and an act of pride. This is the core of Christ’s criticism 

of the Pharisees. Fasting is to be done in the Spirit, meaning he 

indicates the times to fast. This ensures that the action is grounded 

in the will of God and not in the human will. 

It also enables the notion of fasting as communion. In the 

Old Testament, fasting was principally a negative action, one of 

denying the body of food. As was hinted with Moses on Mt. Sinai 

there can be a positive aspect to fasting. This is reinforced in the 

New Testament, where fasting is not simply the no to food, but 

also the yes to communion with the Lord. By abstaining from nat-

ural food, we are made free to feed more abundantly on the spir-

itual nutrition which is provided by the words which come forth 

from the mouth of the Lord.88 Because fasting is done in the Spirit, 

it is also done in communion with the Spirit. Fasting is the symbol 

 

88 Cf. Mt 4:4. 
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of one who has heard the words of Christ and said “Lord, to whom 

shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.” (Jn 6:68) And so 

they forwent natural food and sought the Lord,89 and after knock-

ing upon his door90 they entered into the true feast. In this way, 

fasting is firmly grounded as a means to an end, the end of eternal 

communion with God, and never as an end in itself. 

This notion of fasting as communion is also highlighted by 

the times we see individuals and communities both fasting and 

worshiping the Lord. Worshiping ultimately is an act of joy.91 

There is a place for fasting as a kind of mourning within the Chris-

tians life, but this kind of fast is transformed into a mourning for 

sin and distance from the Lord. This fast of mourning is one di-

rected towards restoration of communion with the Lord and his 

Church, ultimately resulting in fuller worship of God. However, 

because fasting takes on the notion of communion in the New Tes-

tament, it is perfectly consonant to practice alongside with worship. 

To fast as communion while worshiping, makes one more per-

fectly present to God in worship. 

This then helps to understand the moments when we see 

fasting before holy events. Christ fasted before his proclamation of 

the kingdom. He prepared his body to give us an example of how 

to prepare to labor in his kingdom. To be a laborer, one must be 

humble before the taskmaster. To enter into God’s holiness, one 

must be humble before his majesty. Fasting then prepares us for 

these events. Hence why we find it before the election of the 

 

89 Cf. Mt 6:33. 
90 Cf. Mt 7:7. 
91 This is not to negate the value of moments when worshiping is not emotion-

ally joyful. Nor is it to say if one is not joyful, they cannot truly worship. Man, 

in our present state in life experiences many emotions and these can all find their 

place in the worship of God. Man’s most perfect worship though, that of the 

heavenly liturgy, is a wedding feast. It is a place of joy. 
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apostles and leaders of the communities as they were established. 

The fundamental orientation of the disciple or minister is humility 

and obedience to the Lord, and desire for communion with God. 

Fasting symbolically represents this disposition. 

And this is why we find fasting before temptations and in 

resistance to demons. Temptations tend to arrive in an attempt to 

thwart God’s will from being realized. So then the moments in 

which we humble ourselves in preparation to follow the Spirit are 

also the moments when temptations come to lead us astray. The 

fundamental desire of the devil is to sustain man’s rebellion against 

the Lord. Fasting then, as a symbol of man’s humility before the 

Lord of Life, goes directly against the heart of the devil’s central 

temptation. In the New Testament fasting develops in such away 

as to provide for the spiritual importance it will take on in the Fa-

thers, and the solid foundation for its use in the liturgy. 
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Historical Development of the 

Eucharistic Fast 
 

The Early Church (until the 4th Century) 

This period is the fertile seed bed from which the Church’s 

rituals spring. As a result they are in seminal form, and there are 

only so many historical artifacts which remain from this period to 

give us insight into the praxis of the early Christians. When we 

look for evidence concerning the practice of the Eucharistic fast, 

we quickly find that there is no fixed practice for the first three 

centuries.1 This should not be surprising as the Agape meal still 

preceded the Mass for some time during this period. Naturally, this 

would make the Eucharistic fast impossible to fulfill. As such to 

understand this period we will first briefly summarize the process 

of the Agape Meal separating from the Eucharistic liturgy, and 

then outline the early witnesses to the Eucharistic fast. 

 

1 Cf. M. GRACE, Eucharistic Fasting: A Review of Its Practice and Evaluation 

of Its Benefit, in U. M. LANG (ed.), The Fullness of Divine Worship: The Sacred 

Liturgy and Its Renewal, Catholic University of America Press, Washington, 

D.C. 2018, 151. 
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Agape Meal 

 Already in Paul’s time there was tension over the Agape 

meal.2 Writing to the Corinthians between 56-583 he states that: 

“When you meet together, it is not the Lord’s supper that 

you eat. For in eating, each one goes ahead with his own 

meal, and one is hungry, and another is drunk. What! Do 

you not have houses to eat and drink in? Or do you des-

pise the church of God and humiliate those who have 

nothing? What shall I say to you? Shall I commend you 

in this? No, I will not.” (1 Cor 11:20-22) 

The community is engaging in a meal to excess, which results in 

divisions and distinctions between the poor and the rich. This be-

havior is causing them to not discern the body of Christ4 and so 

“[each one] eats and drinks judgment upon himself.” (1 Cor 11:29) 

The corrective to this behavior (besides examination of their con-

duct) is “then, my brethren, when you come together to eat, wait 

for one another–if any one is hungry, let him eat at home–lest you 

come together to be condemned.” (1 Cor 11:33-34) Paul’s correc-

tion creates two separate parts of the meal in which they were par-

taking. The first part is a meal proper, which should now be eaten 

at home, and so prevent the drunkenness and distinction among the 

members. The second part Paul then identifies as: 

For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, 

that the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed 

took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, 

and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do this in 

remembrance of me.” In the same way also the cup, after 

supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my 

blood. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance 

of me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink the 

 

2 Cf. 1 Cor 11:17-34. 
3 Cf. D. BERGANT, R. J. KARRIS (eds.), The Collegeville Bible Commentary: 

Based on the New American Bible with Revised New Testament, 1100. 
4 Cf. 1 Cor 11:29. 
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cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes. (1 Cor 

11:23-26) 

 This second part is the Eucharistic liturgy itself and is to be 

separated in time from the other meal. Paul does not specify the 

time of day for these two parts, or length of time between them. 

He simply splits the two apart. From this intervention by Paul the 

liturgy of the Eucharist, and Agape meal is thus distinguished. 

Pliny, then writing around a half century later at the beginning of 

the 2nd Century, notes that the Christians would come together on 

a fixed day, two times: once in the morning for prayers and hymns, 

and then later for a common meal.5 Upon Pliny’s edict restricting 

Christian worship, the community ceased the later meal, but not 

the first gathering.6 It is highly unlikely that the Christians ceased 

the Eucharistic liturgy, but instead more likely they ceased the 

Agape meal.7 Therefore the Christians would be celebrating the 

Eucharistic liturgy in the morning while the Agape meal was in the 

evening. This time for the Eucharistic liturgy is reaffirmed at the 

beginning of the 3rd Century by Tertullian who speaks of it being 

celebrated in the morning.8 

The Traditio Apostolica, also at the beginning of the 3rd 

Century, speaks of an Agape meal.9 The instructions for the meal 

come after the instructions for the Paschal liturgy, and within a 

section concerning general ecclesial order. The document is 

 

5 Cf. PLINIUS, Liber 10 Epistula 96 7 in E. H. WARMINGTON (ed.), Pliny: Letters 

and Panegyricus II, Loeb Classic Library, 59, Harvard University Press, Cam-

bridge 1969, 59:288. 
6 “Quod ipsum [capiendus cibus] facere desisse post editum meum.” Cf. Ibidem, 

59:288.  
7 Cf.  T. F. ANGLIN, The Eucharistic Fast; an Historical Synopsis and Commen-

tary, Catholic University of America Press, Washington 1941, 14. 
8 Cf. TERTULLIANUS, De Corona Militis 3:3 in CCL 2:1042-1043.  
9 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 26:1-31 in G. DIX, H. CHADWICH (eds.), The Treatise 

on the Apostolic Tradition of St. Hippolytus of Rome, Alban Press, London 

19923, 45–52. 



 

 

Historical Development of the Eucharistic Fast 

42 

 

 

explicit that the meal is not the Eucharistic meal.10 There is some 

indication that the Agape meal would be celebrated in the evening, 

as there are instructions for a lamp lighting ritual loosely associ-

ated with the Agape meal.11 Since the Traditio Apostolica required 

one to fast before receiving the Eucharist,12 it is reasonable that the 

normal Eucharistic liturgy was celebrated in the morning. 

Cyprian (210-258) in Epistola 63 discusses the time when 

the Eucharist was celebrated. He is responding to some who claim 

that the Eucharist13 can only be celebrated in the evening after din-

ner (post cenam) as the Lord did.14 Cyprian responds, that Christ 

celebrated the Last Supper in the evening “to signify the setting 

sun and evening of the world.”15 Instead, he says that “we however 

celebrate the resurrection of the Lord in the morning.”16 This indi-

cates that the community was still sorting out the relationship be-

tween the Cena Domini as an event, and the liturgy of the Eucharist. 

Cyprian responding to this questioning in the community quite 

quickly dismisses the notion that the Eucharist is a re-enactment of 

the Lord’s Supper, and so there does not need to be the Agape Meal 

before hand. Instead Cyprian argues that what is celebrated in the 

Eucharist is the Resurrection of the Lord, not the Last Supper. 

Therefore the Eucharistic celebration is in the morning and the 

Agape meal should not precede it. 

 

10 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 26:2 in Ibidem, 45. 
11 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 26:18-29 in Ibidem, 50–51. 
12 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 32:1 in Ibidem, 58. This paragraph will be discussed 

further below. 
13 The Eucharist in this section is referred to as the mixtum calicem. 
14 Cf. CYPRIANUS, Epistula 63 16:1-2 in CCL 3C:412-413.  
15 “Ostenderet occasum et vesperam mundi” Ibidem 16:2 in CCL 3C:413. The 

translations are by the author unless indicated otherwise. 
16 “Nos autem resurrectionem domini mane celebramus.” Ibidem 16:2 in CCL 

3C:413.  
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This development in the first two hundred years of the 

Church naturally divides the Agape Meal from the Eucharistic cel-

ebration. The Agape meal stays in the evening, and the Eucharistic 

liturgy moves to the morning. This started happening in the begin-

ning of the 2nd Century and has fuller witness come the 3rd Cen-

tury.17 This divide and shift in time then gives ample space for the 

Eucharistic fast to occur by both separating a meal from the Eu-

charist, and placing the liturgy in the morning making the fast more 

practically possible.18 

Eucharistic Fast 

 During this same period in which we have the Eucharistic 

liturgy separating from the Agape meal, we also have attestation 

to the development of the Eucharistic fast. Our earliest witnesses 

to fasting as a formal practice though are not explicitly related to 

the Eucharist. The earliest formal fast comes in the Didache, dating 

from the end of the 1st Century.19 Those who will be baptized, the 

one baptizing, and as many others from the community who are 

able, fasted in preparation for the baptism. The one to be baptized 

is to fast two days beforehand.20 Now baptism, as the entrance to 

the sacraments of initiation, would lead to the reception of the Eu-

charist, though this is not explicitly present in the text. This fast 

also serves to prepare not only the one to be baptized but the whole 

community. As was the case with St. Paul, the communal practice 

of fasting in a liturgical context will continue throughout the tradi-

tion. 

 

17 ANGLIN, The Eucharistic Fast; an Historical Synopsis and Commentary, 16. 
18 J. PIEKOSZEWSKI, Le Jeune Eucharistique, Peyronnet, Paris 1952, 27. 
19 Cf. ANONYMUS, The Didache, in M. HOLMES (ed.), The Apostolic Fathers: 

Greek Text and English Translations, Baker Academic, Grand Rapids 20073, 

337. 
20 Cf. Didache 7:4 in Ibidem, 354. 
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Immediately after the instructions on baptism, there are in-

structions on when to fast in general. The Christian is to fast on 

Wednesday and Friday, with the purpose of distinguishing the 

Christian from a Jew. 21  This practice will continue regularly 

throughout Christian history, and shows the already developed 

practice of regular fasting in the community and the importance of 

fasting for the regular life of Christians. Clement writing to the 

Corinthians at about the same time as the Didache also highlights 

the role of fasting in the community. He instructs the Corinthians 

to fast in intercession for those divided in the community, and that 

the fast might serve to reconcile them.22 

Shortly after Clement, Hermas wrote The Shepherd. This 

writing references fasting frequently and most times it is linked 

with prayer and precedes some vision.23 The reason this fasting 

works is because “every [request] requires humility. Fast, therefore, 

and you will receive what you request from the Lord.”24 The kind 

of fast specified is one of eating only bread and water. The money 

saved by such simple fare is to then be given to the poor and wid-

ows. This will produce a humble soul.25 

 In The Shepherd we have complete continuity with what 

we saw in the preceding chapter. Fasting is linked with prayer and 

encounters with the divine. Further it is effective because it leads 

to growth in humility. It is not supposed to be something hard for 

its own sake, but leads to compassion and unity. By fasting, one is 

able to give alms by saving money. These early testimonies already 

 

21 Cf. Didache 8.1 in Ibidem, 354.  
22 Cf. CLEMENS, First Clement 55:6 in Ibidem, 118.  
23 Cf. HERMAS, The Shepherd 6:1, 9:2, and 18:7 in Ibidem, 464, 468, and 490.  
24 HERMAS, The Shepherd 18:6 in Ibidem, 491. 
25 Cf. HERMAS, The Shepherd 56:7 in Ibidem, 574.  
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bare witness to how fasting could be linked in preparation for the 

reception of the Eucharist. 

Justin Martyr (100-165) writing the First Apology confirms 

the same practice of fasting before baptism as in the Didache.26 

Shortly later in the same work, he adds that after one is baptized, 

the Eucharist is celebrated,27 and then all the baptized receive com-

munion.28 The process of baptism leading into the reception of the 

Eucharist, which was implied in the Didache, is made explicit. The 

fast in Justin Martyr serves both immediately to prepare for bap-

tism, and ultimately for the reception of the Eucharist. In his Dia-

logue with Trypho he also reiterates the connection of fasting with 

humility and the care for the poor.29 

Tertullian writing Ad Uxorem between 193 and 20630 is the 

first to explicitly mention fasting before receiving the Eucharist. 

While he is writing to his wife, but in the immediate context of a 

woman married to a non-Christian, he comments that the husband 

will know “that secret [bread] which you eat before all other 

food.”31 The work itself is giving advice to his wife concerning 

how to live the Christian life. While highlighting the practice of 

fasting, Tertullian provides no justification or instruction on fast-

ing before receiving the Eucharist. It is already assumed that this 

practice is well understood. The context in which he brings it up, 

is in a list of distinctly Christian actions like signing oneself and 

rising in prayer during the night, while speaking of the suspicion 

 

26 Cf. JUSTINUS MARTYR, The First Apology 61 in The Fathers of the Church 

6:99.  
27 Cf. Ibidem 65 in The Fathers of the Church 6:104-105.  
28 Cf. Ibidem 66 in The Fathers of the Church 6:105-106.  
29  Cf. JUSTINUS MARTYR, Dialogue with Trypho 15 in The Fathers of the 

Church 6:170-171.  
30 Cf. TERTULLIANUS, À son épouse, SCh 273:10. 
31 Cf. TERTULLIANUS, Ad Uxorem 2 5:1-3 in CCL 1:389.  
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that can arise in a pagan husband in witnessing these actions.32 

That is to say, Tertullian is witnessing to a tradition that was seen 

as characteristic of Christian practice, and so it must be an earlier 

tradition to already be so clearly established, though how much 

older or widespread cannot be clearly affirmed.33 

Further, the action described by Tertullian is most certainly 

not that the woman is going to the celebration of the Eucharist 

every morning, but instead that in the morning she is consuming 

one of the consecrated hosts which was reserved in her home.34 

Nor is this act of fasting a particularly prolonged fast. Instead it is 

a fast from when she retired to bed for the night, lasting until she 

consumed the Eucharist. The purpose of the fast is to give first pri-

ority to the Eucharist, and then other foods are consumed. She is 

presumably consuming the Eucharist first thing in the morning, 

just before she had her normal breakfast. Her fast is the normal fast, 

that everyone experiences, everyday before they consume some-

thing in the morning. In another work, Tertullian further affirms 

that fasting is an act of humility, as he says that prayer done while 

fasting ought to be done kneeling in humility.35 

As we saw previously with Cyprian, who was also from 

Carthage but a few decades after Tertullian, there was not yet a 

uniform consensus concerning when the liturgy of the Eucharist 

was celebrated in relationship to the Agape meal. And he does not 

 

32 Cf. Ibidem 2 5:2 in CCL 1:389. 
33 Tertullian was born in Carthage, and lived most of his life there. It is known 

that he traveled to Rome for a brief period, but otherwise remained in Carthage. 

As a result, his witness to the fast may be limited to a regional tradition, and 

may not yet indicate a wider practice. Further this witness to the fast comes from 

his Catholic period and not when he was in schism. Cf. H. R. DROBNER, The 

Fathers of the Church: A Comprehensive Introduction, Baker Academic, Grand 

Rapids 2007, 153–154. 
34 Cf. PIEKOSZEWSKI, Le Jeune Eucharistique, 28. 
35 Cf. TERTULLIANUS, De Oratione 23:4 in CCL 1:272.  
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leave an explicit reference to the Eucharistic fast. However he does 

say that the Eucharistic liturgy should be in the morning, which 

would naturally create space for a fast. Further Cyprian was aware 

of Tertullian’s writings and made use of them in his own works.36 

Therefore it is reasonable that he knew of Tertullian’s comments 

about the fast and was familiar with the practice in the city.37  

The Traditio Apostolica from the early 3rd Century also 

speaks of fasting before receiving the Eucharist. It states that the 

faithful are to receive the Eucharist before they eat anything else.38 

It further adds that for the one who eats with faith, they will not 

have to fear receiving some deadly thing afterwards as the Eucha-

rist will protect them.39 This injunction is found in each of the lan-

guages into which the work was translated, and is retained in the 

Canons of Hippolytus 28 and Testamentum Domini 2:25.40 This 

indicates a wide-reaching tradition of fasting before receiving the 

Eucharist. No further reason for the fast is provided. It could be 

that the fast in practical terms served to protect the person from 

eating anything deadly before they received the Eucharist, after 

which the Eucharist would then protect them from bodily harm. Or 

it could be that in receiving the Eucharist they would be preserved 

for eternal life and so would not have to fear bodily harm.  The 

Traditio Apostolica also directs the candidates for baptism to fast 

 

36 Cf. HEIRONYMUS, De Viris Illustribus 53 in PL 23:661-663,  D. POWELL, Ter-

tullianists and Cataphrygians, «Vigiliae Christianae» 29 (1975/1) 38; DROBNER, 

The Fathers of the Church: A Comprehensive Introduction, 153.  
37 PIEKOSZEWSKI, Le Jeune Eucharistique, 34. 
38 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 32:1 in DIX, CHADWICH (eds.), The Treatise on the 

Apostolic Tradition of St. Hippolytus of Rome, 58; P. F. BRADSHAW, M. E. JOHN-

SON, L. E. PHILLIPS (eds.), The Apostlic Tradtion: A Commentary, Fortress Press, 

Minneapolis 2002, 180–181. 
39 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 32:1 in DIX, CHADWICH (eds.), The Treatise on the 

Apostolic Tradition of St. Hippolytus of Rome, 58; BRADSHAW, JOHNSON, PHIL-

LIPS (eds.), The Apostlic Tradtion: A Commentary, 180–181. 
40 Cf. BRADSHAW, JOHNSON, PHILLIPS (eds.), The Apostlic Tradtion: A Com-

mentary, 180–181. 
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two days beforehand,41 and priests and widows are recommended 

to fast frequently.42 A bishop however is not to fast without the 

people.43 This continues the thread of the communal and ecclesial 

aspect of Christian fasting. It is not simply an act of personal piety 

but an action of the whole body of Christ. 

The Patristic Period (4th-8th Century) 

 Following the relatively few witnesses to the Eucharistic 

fast in the first three centuries of the Church, we find many more 

in the patristic period. As a result the sources will be divided into 

three groups: patristic writings, canonical legislation, and liturgical 

indications. For each of these we will restrict ourselves to the most 

important indications, and not proceed through an exhaustive sur-

vey of the available literature from this period. 

Patristic Witnesses 

 The first patristic witness is Basil of Caesarea (330-379). 

In his Homilia I De Ieiunio in chapter six, he discusses the times 

and occasions when particular fathers of the Old Testament fasted 

and relates them to contemporary applications of fasting. He says 

that we fast before communion so as to prepare ourselves to ap-

proach the sacrifice of the altar as was prefigured in the Old Tes-

tament.44 The preceding examples which Basil gave were how 

fasting strengthened, sanctified, and gave wisdom to the prophets 

and judges of Israel. And so by analogy, fasting prepares and 

 

41 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 20:7 in DIX, CHADWICH (eds.), The Treatise on the 

Apostolic Tradition of St. Hippolytus of Rome, 32. 
42 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 25:1 in Ibidem, 44. 
43 Cf. Traditio Apostolica 25:2 in Ibidem, 45. 
44 “Neque enum fieri potset, ut absque ieiunio audeat ad sanctum ministerium 

accedere, non tantum in mystico horum temporum vero cultu, verum etiam in 

eo qui iuxta legem in figuris peragebatur.” BASILIUS CAESARIENSIS, Homilia I 

De Ieiunio 6 in PG 31:171.  
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enables one to minister at the altar of true worship, the Eucharistic 

sacrifice, with strength, sanctity, and wisdom. 

 John Chrysostom (347-407) preaching shortly after Basil, 

speaks about the Eucharistic fast three times. The first instance is 

in his Homilia 9 ad Populum Antiochenum where he is preaching 

to those who stay away from the whole divine liturgy, if they have 

not fasted. To this he responds that it is wrong to distance oneself 

because they have not fasted.45 Instead they should come to hear 

the word of God preached, and to receive healing and encourage-

ment.46 Eating itself does not block their ability to hear but instead 

the torpor it causes.47 The greater sin is not ignoring the fast but 

avoiding the liturgy.48 This indicates the gravity that observing the 

fast held in the mind of the people, since when they did not fast 

they were avoiding even coming to the liturgy. 

This also indicates that the fast is for the reception of com-

munion, and not for participation in the divine liturgy. There is still 

value and meaning in coming to the liturgy, even if one can not 

receive communion. Therefore the fast helps perfect one’s worship, 

but is not necessary for one to worship. This is important as it en-

ables the fast to be a free-will offering to the Lord. One is not 

forced to fast, but instead because one desires to participate in the 

liturgy most perfectly by receiving communion, they choose to 

 

45 “Qui corporalem attigit mensam, ut videtur, indignum esse putavit, post cor-

poris nutrimentum ad divinorum auditionem eloquirorum venire. Sed non recte 

in hoc sentient:  neque enim si hoc esset absurdurm, multos et longos impendis-

set sermons Christus post illam mysticam coenam.” Cf. JOHANNES CHRYSOSTO-

MUS, Homilia 9 ad Populum Antiochenum 1 in PG 49:103. 
46 “Si enum fas est aliguid etiam praeter opinionem dicere, tunc profecto utilis-

simum est divinis eloguiis aures accomodare.” Cf. Ibidem 1 in PG 49:103-104. 
47 “Non enum comedere audiendi obstaculum praebet, sed torpere.” Cf. Ibidem 

1 in PG 49:104. 
48 “Tu vero crimen esse putans non ieiunare, in aliud incurris crimen, multo 

majus et gravius, quod sacrae huius mensae non particeps efficiaris.” Cf. Ibi-

dem 1 in PG 49:104. 
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prepare for this more perfect participation by the provided means 

of fasting. 

The second instance is while preaching on 1 Cor 11:17-34, 

during which he directs his community to fast so as to be worthy 

of communion.49 He compares those in the scripture passage, who 

through their drunkenness and greed cause the poor to be shamed, 

with those who do not fast before receiving communion.50 In fast-

ing one dies to delights and so is more able to be aware of the mys-

tery of communion.51 

 The final example from Chrysostom comes in a letter in 

defense of himself while in exile. Some had accused him of com-

municating people who had not fasted. To this he expressed horror 

and says that if he did do so, “his name should be removed from 

the list of bishops.”52 Once more this highlights the grave im-

portance with which fasting before communion was held. 

 Following Chrysostom, Augustine writing in the year 400 

states that the whole Church (universum orbem) fasts to give honor 

to the sacrament by it being the first food to touch the mouth of the 

Christian.53 The reason given for the fast is similar in thought to 

Tertullian, and appears to be the way that the North African 

Church understood the Eucharistic fast. This statement by 

 

49 “Tu vero antequam percipias quidem, ieiunas, ut quomodocumque dignus 

communoine videaris, ubi autem percepisti, cum oporteret te temperantiam au-

gere, omnia perdis.” Cf. JOHANNES CHRYSOSTOMUS, Homilia 27 In Epistolam 

1 ad Corinthios 5 in PG 61:231. 
50 Cf. Ibidem 5 in PG 61:231. 
51 “Et si alio tempore deliciae perdunt, multo magis post perceptam mysterio-

rum communionem.” Cf. Ibidem 5 in PG 61:231. 
52 “Mula adversum me struxerunt: aiuntque me post epulas quibusdam com-

munionem impertiisee. Hoc si feci, de episcoporum libro nomen meum expun-

gatur, nec in orthodoxae fidei volumine scibatur, quoniam ecce si quidquam 

eiusmodi perpetravim Christus e regno suo me abjiciat.” Cf. JOHANNES CHRYS-

OSTOMUS, Epistola 125 Cyriaco Episcopo Exsultamti in PG 52:683. 
53 Cf. AUGUSTINUS, Epistola LIV Ad Januraium 8 in CCL 31:32.  
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Augustine also highlights a trend that we have been seeing, the 

expanding geographic witness to the fast. 

Tertullian spent most of his life in Carthage, but was aware 

of the greater imperial culture. His witness to the fast may be 

broader but it is not clear. At the same time, the fast is in Rome as 

witnessed by the Traditio Apostolica, and over the next century the 

different redactions and translations of this work continue the wit-

ness. We then find the fast appearing in the Greek provinces with 

Basil. Then Chrysostom while in Antioch witnessed to the fast and 

afterwards also in Constantinople. Once we returned to North Af-

rica, Augustine views the fast as something universal, and it ap-

pears he is well founded in this belief. He had after all witnessed 

the liturgical traditions in Rome and Milan by the time he is writing, 

and he was in regular communication with the wider ecclesial 

world.54 

 Augustine’s claim of universal practice is supported by two 

historians writing at the same time, Socrates Scholasticus and 

Sozomenus. Socrates Scholasticus writing between 378 and 39555 

notes that the Egyptians around Thebes and Alexandria, unlike the 

other Churches, did not maintain the fast on Holy Saturday for the 

Liturgy in the evening.56 That is, everywhere else the Churches 

fasted before every Eucharistic liturgy, with the exception of Egypt. 

Sozomenus writing at a similar time57 notes the same behavior in 

Egypt, and marks it as out of the normal Christian practice.58 It is 

 

54 Cf. DROBNER, The Fathers of the Church: A Comprehensive Introduction, 

399. 
55 Cf. SOCRATES SCHOLASTICUS, Histoire Ecclesiastique: Livres IV-VI, SCh 

505:8-9.  
56  Cf. SOCRATES SCHOLASTICUS, Historia Ecclesiastica 5 22:41-45 in SCh 

505:229.  
57 Between 379 and 415. Cf. SOZOMENUS, Histoire Ecclesiastique: Livres VII-

IX, SCh 516:7.  
58 Cf. SOZOMENUS, Historia Ecclesiastica 7 19:8 in SCh 516:173. 
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safe to conclude that by the end of the 4th Century the Eucharistic 

fast was a regular practice throughout the whole Church. There are 

some exceptions, but they serve to prove the regular practice. 

Canonical Witnesses 

 During this same time period the first legislative decrees 

concerning the Eucharistic fast are promulgated.59  The earliest 

verifiable legislation60 comes from the Council of Hippo (393) 

which legislated that the celebrant is to fast before the Eucharistic 

liturgy except on Holy Thursday. Further, a priest is not to cele-

brate a funeral Mass in the afternoon (that is if the priest has not 

fasted). Instead only prayers are said.61 Four years later the Third 

Council of Carthage (397) reaffirmed the same regulation as at the 

Council of Hippo.62 This highlights the relative importance of the 

liturgy of Cena Domini which drives the considerations of the day 

over that of the fast. The hierarchy of importance is also applied to 

 

59 As is the case for this whole chapter, we will treat the historical-canonical 

development sections in particular even more briefly as this study is not princi-

pally concerned with the canonical development of the fast, but instead its litur-

gical usage and signification. Therefore our analysis of the canonical develop-

ment will be reserved to the major legislative acts which will help us to under-

stand the purpose, scope, and motivation for the fast. For a more thorough anal-

ysis of the canonical develop see Part One: Historical Synopsis in ANGLIN, The 

Eucharistic Fast; an Historical Synopsis and Commentary, 5–58. 
60 There is the possibility of earlier legislation from Pope Soter (167-175), which 

forbad clerics from celebrating Mass without fasting and attached the penalty of 

excommunication. There is reason to doubt the authenticity of this document, 

as this decree is never cited by later legislations. Instead the Council of Hippo 

and Carthage are cited in future legislation regarding the fast. Further the prov-

idence of the decree is uncertain. Cf. Ibidem, 16. 
61 Cf. COUNCIL OF HIPPO, Canon 28 in Mansi 3:923. 
62 Cf. COUNCIL OF CARTHAGE III, Cannon 29 in Mansi 3:885. Of interesting note, 

it is probably that Augustine was present at the Council of Hippo as he was 

ordained a priest between 390-391, and his bishop greatly respected his intelli-

gence and rhetorical capabilities. Further he was consecrated a bishop between 

395-397 and so it is probably that he was also present at the Council of Carthage 

III. Cf. DROBNER, The Fathers of the Church: A Comprehensive Introduction, 

398. 
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the funeral liturgy. A liturgy consisting of prayers without the Eu-

charistic celebration is seen as sufficient for the funeral liturgy, as 

the maintenance of the fast is of greater importance. 

 The Second Council of Braga (563) then extended the pro-

hibition against the celebration of funeral Masses without fasting 

also to the evening liturgy on Holy Thursday.63 Nine years later at 

the Third Council of Braga (572) the penalty of removal from the 

clerical office and removal from the episcopacy was added to those 

who celebrated the Eucharistic liturgy without fasting.64 Then the 

seventh Council of Toledo (646) explicitly defines any food and 

any liquid (potus) as breaking the fast, with the associated penalty 

of excommunication for celebrating the Eucharistic liturgy with 

out fasting.65 With these regional councils, the fast is extended to 

all Eucharistic liturgies and more clearly defined in what it consists. 

In the East, at the close of the 7th Century, the Council of 

Trullo (692) in Constantinople was held under Justinian II. This 

council extended Carthage’s canon 29 to include all Eucharistic 

liturgies, even Holy Thursday so as to preserve the Lenten fast. 

They founded their reasoning upon the apostolic tradition of fast-

ing before the celebration of these liturgies, even on Holy Thurs-

day.66 This council would become normative for Eastern legisla-

tive practice. Their reasoning, both from the importance of the 

Lenten fast and apostolic tradition, indicates that they saw the Eu-

charistic fast of both significant importance and antiquity. 

 

63 Cf. COUNCIL OF BRAGA II, Canon 16 in Mansi 9:776. 
64 Cf. COUNCIL OF BRAGA III, Canon 10 in Mansi 9:841. This council and the 

Council of Braga II were principally responding to Priscillianism. Among other 

issues, the fast before the Eucharist became a sign of one’s profession of faith. 

Those who were Priscillian would not fast. Therefore such strict penalties were 

associated with an act which was equivalent to professing heretical beliefs, as 

to not fast was to indicate you followed Priscillianism. 
65 Cf. COUNCIL OF TOLEDO VII, Canon 2 in Mansi 10:767-768.  
66 Cf. COUNCIL OF TRULLO, Canon 29 in Mansi 11:955. 
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Though these canons only explicitly name clerics, it should 

be assumed that the laity where also included.67 By the end of the 

8th Century, in the East and the West, clerics and laity all fasted 

according to promulgated legislation.68 As witnessed for example 

by Pope Steven III (752-757) when he condemned the habit of the 

Lombards who would seek communion after eating.69  

 There were some provided exceptions from the Eucharistic 

fast. There was always an exception in the case of death (viaticum). 

Or in the case when a priest was not able to finish the celebration 

of the Eucharist (for example he became sick). In this situation an-

other priest without fasting could finish the celebration. Finally 

when it was necessary to consume the stored hosts so as to prevent 

irreverence towards the Eucharist.70 At the close of the 8th Century 

there is a general consensus both East and West that the fast was a 

strict fast (no food or any drink).71 There is also general agreement 

that it lasted from at least midnight or at most from when one re-

tired at night until reception. They followed the calculation of the 

fast based upon the beginning of the Roman Day.72 This general 

legal framework will remain intact through the following centuries 

with a few developments in the Medieval period. 

Liturgical Witnesses 

 There are few explicit liturgical references to the Eucharis-

tic fast. This could be, because such an action would be defined in 

either the rubrics or local legislation, and not in the liturgical books 

 

67 Cf. ANGLIN, The Eucharistic Fast; an Historical Synopsis and Commentary, 

32–33. 
68 PIEKOSZEWSKI, Le Jeune Eucharistique, 38–41. 
69 Cf. Mansi 12:54. 
70 Cf. ANGLIN, The Eucharistic Fast; an Historical Synopsis and Commentary, 

35–37. 
71 Cf. Ibidem, 55. 
72 Cf. Ibidem. 
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themselves during this period.73 As we have just seen there is clear 

legislation on the matter, and so less need to insert instructions on 

the matter elsewhere. The rubrics for these books are contained in 

the Ordines Romani, which do provide a few references to the Eu-

charistic fast. These references however are limited to infants. The 

Ordines themselves originated by one describing the liturgical 

practices which the author viewed, and they pertain more directly 

to the actions of a particular rite itself and less so with the prepa-

ration for the rite. As such there is less reason to expect to find 

abundant attestation to the Eucharistic fast in the Ordines. 

Further, as has been discussed previously, the fast had be-

come a universal practice by the time the liturgical books were be-

ing produced. So there would be less of a need to explicitly com-

ment on a practice well understood and clearly legislated. With this 

all in mind there are two liturgical indications: one from a redac-

tion of a Gregorian Sacramentary and the other in the Ordines 

Romani. 

There is what appears to be a manuscript gloss retained in 

the Gregorian Sacramentary as found in Migne which reads: 

“When the Pope celebrates two Masses in a day, he does not wash 

his mouth between them nor after the office, but without respite, 

having finished the first, the second is begun.”74 This comment is 

placed before the heading for the mass for the Vigilia Sancti Petri 

et Pauli, which falls on the same day as the feast of the Natalis 

Sancti Leonis Papae. 75  This sacramentary base follows the 

 

73 The principal liturgical book during this period in the West was the Sacra-

mentary. This book was primarily a collection of euchologies and Mass formu-

las, and did not contain many rubrical indication.  
74 “Quando apostolicus duas Missas celebrat una die, inter eas non lavat os, 

nisi post officium; sed absque intervallo, finita priore, incipitur altera.” in PL 

78:123(424-425). 
75 Cf. PL 78:123. 
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Gregorian-Hadrian family, as the formulary for the Vigilia Sancti 

Petri et Pauli follows the Paduensis Sacramentary in part, and the 

feast of Natalis Sancti Leonis Papae is found first in the Hadria-

num Sacramentary. However none of the current critical editions, 

from the Veronese Sacramentary through to the Hadrianum Sac-

ramentary, retain this rubrical comment indicating that this is 

probably a post 8th Century insertion into a base manuscript.76 

With this in mind, the gloss does witness to a tradition of 

how the fast was observed. It indicates a very strict observation of 

the fast. On this day there were two Masses, and the celebrant was 

expected to maintain a strict fast from the morning until the even-

ing, and not even wash his mouth lest he ingest the slightest 

amount of water. How widespread this strict position was held is 

hard to ascertain as the gloss is unique to this manuscript and not 

attested to elsewhere. 

 The second example comes in the Ordines Romani, which 

speak of infants fasting if they were to receive communion after 

being baptized. The earliest reference in the Ordines comes from 

the 7th Century in Ordines Romani 11: “After [the baptism], they 

enter into the Mass and every infant receives communion; in prep-

aration for which the infants are to neither receive any food nor 

milk before receiving communion.”77 This first demonstrates the 

importance of the fast during this time period, that even infants 

 

76 It is certainly possible that the critical editions surveyed did not retain the 

gloss, hoewever the sacramentary as found in PL 78 is so mixed, that it is more 

likely that the edition retained in Migne is not part of any base Sacramentary, 

but instead a variant in the Gregorian-Hadrianum line, and the gloss was added 

by a later scribe. 
77 “Post hoc, ingrediuntur ad missas et communicant omnes ipsi infantes, nam 

hoc praevidendum est ne, postquam baptizati fuerint, ullum cibum accipiant 

neque ablactentur antequam communicent.” in OR 11:103. Cf. OR 28:21,84, 

and OR 100:29 for quite similar descriptions. These are all grouped together as 

a singular liturgical witness as the text is clearly copied with only minor style 

changes between the various Ordines.  
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would be required to observe it. Second, it is inconceivable that the 

infants would be required to observe a fast that the adults would 

not also be required to observe. Now this is in the context of a 

baptism, and baptism has in this period always had a fast preceding 

it. 

What is interesting is the ordering of the instruction. Only 

those infants who have both fasted and have been baptized are 

communicated. Unlike in earlier baptismal contexts, where fasting 

was linked to baptism, here baptism and fasting are together linked 

to communion. Meaning it could presumably happen that an infant 

would be baptized, but not communicated for having not fasted. 

This shift more clearly links the purpose of the baptismal fast (as 

we first saw in the Didache) with the Eucharist. Which makes 

sense as baptism itself is in preparation for the reception of the 

Eucharist. 

The Medieval Period (9th-15th Century) 

 This period, beginning with the coronation of Charlemagne 

in 800 and lasting until Trent, is a time of relative stability in regard 

to the Eucharistic fast. The developments concerning the fast for 

this period will be divided into two groups: General writings, and 

Canonical legislation. For the first we will look at the principal 

witnesses in this period, the Libri Poenitentiales and Thomas 

Aquinas. For the second we will look at the Decree of Gratian and 

the Council of Constance. 

General Writings 

Wilfrid Strabo (805-849), a German monk writing at the 

beginning of this period, states that the fast even on Holy Thursday 

was strictly observed in the west.78 He is aware of the exceptions 

 

78 Cf. WALAFRIDUS STRABO, De Rebus Ecclesiasticis 19 in PL 114:940. 
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to the rule in Egypt which were mentioned above, but this is seen 

as abnormal.79 The norm of fasting had become fully integrated 

into western Christianity by this time. This is witnessed in the fre-

quency it is found in the Libri Poenitentiales. The earliest witness 

with a penance ascribed to not maintaining the fast comes from the 

Penitential of Theodor of Canterbury. This Penitential probably 

dates originally from the end of the 7th Century with many addi-

tions throughout the 8th Century.80 Material from this book is then 

found in several other later Penitentials. 

In Theodor’s Penitential there is the following penance: 

“One who receives communion after eating, seven days of pen-

ance.”81 As noted, this same penance will be found in many other 

Penitentials throughout this period. It is a straightforward penance, 

if you received communion having not observed the fast, you do 

penance for seven days. Compared to the other penances in the 

Penitential, this is a moderate penance. It allows the penitent to 

receive communion again quite quickly. It is also interesting how 

moderate the penance is, when clerics would have been excommu-

nicated a mere century earlier for not fasting. This severity may 

derive from a) clerics being held to a higher standard and/or b) 

during the different periods not-fasting became a statement of he-

retical belief as was the case in the Councils of Braga II and III. 

This worry of erroneous belief being associated with the failure of 

fasting may have receded once we enter the Medieval period, and 

 

79 Cf. Ibidem 19 in PL 114:939. 
80 J. T. MCNEILL, H. M. GAMER, Medieval Handbooks of Penance, Octagon 

Books, New York 1965, 179. 
81  “Qui acceperit sacrificium post cibum, VII diebus poeniteat.” in Das 

Bussbuch Theodor’s von Canterbury 12:5 in H. J. SCHMITZ (ed.), Die 

Bussbücher und die Bussdisciplin der Kirche, F. Kirchheim, Mainz 1883, 534. 

Cf. Poenitentiale Bedae 6:9 in Schimtz I 562; Ausgestaltung 114 in H. J. 

SCHMITZ (ed.), Die Bussbücher und das kanonische Bussverfahren, Verl. 

Schwann, Düsseldorf 1898, 366; Das Poenitentiale Sangallense Tripartitum 38 

in Ibidem, 184. 
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may have not been geographically widespread. Therefore, the as-

sociated penalty is reduced to something more moderate. 

Then the Poenitentiale Mediolanense Praeceptum provides 

the following penance: “If one consumes sacred communion after 

any or the smallest consumption, they do penance for ten days of 

bread and water.”82 The fast is more precise than the one found in 

Theodor’s. Here the it is defined as being broken by any ingestion 

even the smallest amount. It also increases the penance from seven 

days to ten. Once more this penance is relatively moderate com-

pared to the other penances found in this Penitential, which can 

last months or years. This indicates that, while they saw the fast as 

important, it was not of more grave matter, as fornication, murder, 

and theft were considered. Instead, it is treated more like sins of 

gluttony. To not fast before communion was not a major obstacle 

to one’s faith. The diminishing of the gravity of obligation of the 

fast is a novelty in this period. 

Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) provides two articles which 

are relevant for our discussion, the first is on fasting in itself and 

the second on the Eucharistic fast itself. He gives three reasons for 

fasting in itself: 

First, in order to bridle the lusts of the flesh, wherefore 

the Apostle says (2 Cor 6:5, 6): In fasting, in chastity, 

since fasting is the guardian of chastity. […] Second, we 

have recourse to fasting in order that the mind may arise 

more freely to the contemplation of heavenly things. […] 

Third, in order to satisfy for sins: wherefore it is written 

(Joel 2:12): Be converted to Me with all your heart, in 

 

82 “Si quis sacram communionem sumpserit post aliquam vel minumam degus-

tationem, poenitentiam aget dies decem in pane et aqua.” in Poenitentiale Me-

diolanense Praeceptum III Corr. 5:147 in H. J. SCHMITZ (ed.), Die Bussbücher 

und die Bussdisciplin der Kirche, 814. 
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fasting and in weeping and in mourning.” (ST II-II Q. 147 

A. 1 Resp.) 

These three reasons are in line with what we have seen thus far. 

Further they recommend fasting to be used before receiving the 

Eucharist. Since the flesh and spirit in our fallen state have oppos-

ing desires,83 and worship requires directing the body and soul to-

wards God, fasting helps enable one to have the proper disposition 

by which to enter into worship and so receive the Eucharist. Hence 

the second reason provided by Aquinas, by taming the passions the 

mind is freer to be present to spiritual realities. We can perceive 

more clearly that which is signified by God’s revelatory manifes-

tation in the sacrament. Since the Eucharist is the manifestation of 

the Paschal Mystery, fasting disposes one to more easily enter this 

reality made present by the Eucharist. Finally, fasting by purifying 

sins assists one in being more disposed to receive the Bread of 

Heaven in purity of heart and mind. 

 Later, Aquinas speaks directly on the communion fast. He 

provides three reasons, two of which we have already seen, and a 

third coming from the tradition of the Libri Poenitentiales: 

“First, […] out of respect for this sacrament, so that it 

may enter into a mouth not yet contaminated (infectum) 

by any food or drink. Second, because of its signification, 

i.e., to give us to understand that Christ, Who is the real-

ity of this sacrament, and His charity, ought to be first of 

all established in our hearts, according to Mt 6:33: Seek 

first the kingdom of God. Third, on account of the danger 

of vomiting and intemperance, which sometimes arise 

from over-indulging in food […].” (ST III Q. 80 A. 8 

Resp.) 

The first reason cites the letter from Augustine which we looked at 

above and follows the same logic as Tertullian. The fast creates a 

 

83 Cf. Gal 5:17. 
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corpus mundus or corpus naturalis without any corruptions. Man 

ought to desire to create as worthy of a reception place for God, as 

he comes to the source of true life. That is not to say food or drink 

are bad, however abstaining from them returns our bodies to a 

more natural state.84 We have also seen the second reason provided, 

which is catechetical or moral in nature. The fast indicates to us 

what is most important, the Bread of Heaven over the bread of 

earth. We set aside a lesser good for a higher good. Finally, the 

third reason is new to our analysis, the fast helps preserve the in-

tegrity of the sacrament by reducing the probability of vomiting.  

Aquinas goes on to note that there are exceptions to the rule 

of fasting: “Nevertheless the sick are exempted from this general 

rule, for they should be given Communion at once, even after food, 

should there be any doubt as to their danger, lest they die without 

Communion, because necessity has no law.” (ST III Q. 80 A. 8 

Resp.) This highlights that the fast is not absolute, but is a means 

to an end: the more fruitful encounter of the Paschal Mystery. The 

fast for one who is sick and close to death, instead of aiding this 

encounter turns into an obstacle. And so it is removed in order that 

the Eucharist might be received.  

 Aquinas provides an interesting objection to the commun-

ion fast: “Further, there is no less reverence due to this sacrament 

after receiving it, than before. But one may take food and drink 

after receiving the sacrament. Therefore one may do so before 

 

84 All hunger is in someway a recognition of a privation. There is a due good, in 

this case bodily nourishment, which is lacking and needs to be satisfied. The 

nourished and healthy body is more natural than the one not, and the body while 

assimilating food contains foreign elements for a period of time. In this way is 

food a contamination, as it is foreign to the body. Fasting allows for the body to 

assimilate the food and so no longer be contaminated by foreign elements and 

so return to the more natural state of nourished.  
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receiving it.”85 This objection is quite logical; if we fast so as to 

show reverence to the sacrament, we ought to also show reverence 

after having received it. Aquinas’ response to this is that, “the 

greatest devotion is called for at the moment of receiving this sac-

rament, because it is then that the effect of the sacrament is be-

stowed, and such devotion is hindered more by what goes before 

it than by what comes after it.”86 The fast therefore is principally 

an action of preparation, to enable one to more perfectly receive 

the Eucharist. It is not in itself simply an act of reverence, but rev-

erence ordered towards the encounter of the Lord in the Eucharist. 

Aquinas does concede however that, “nevertheless there 

ought to be some interval between receiving this sacrament and 

taking other food. Consequently, both the Postcommunion prayer 

of thanksgiving is said in the Mass, and the communicants say their 

own private prayers.”87 This makes good sense. Man, existing in 

time, cannot easily move quickly between different events and dif-

ferent contexts, and keep them distinct. If we were to move imme-

diately from the reception of communion to a banquet, we might 

be distracted in our minds and conflate the two events. Instead by 

providing sometime after reception of communion, one can be pre-

sent to the liturgical event and then transition naturally and harmo-

niously into what follows. This though, is not a fast properly speak-

ing, but instead respect for the natural progress of encountering 

another, and allowing the conversation to conclude peacefully.88 

 

85 “non minor reverentia debetur huic sacramento iam sumpto quam ante sump-

tionem. Sed, sumpto sacramento, licet cibum aut potum sumere. Ergo et ante 

sumptionem.” ST III Q. 80 A. 8 Obj. 6. 
86 ST III Q. 80 A. 8 Reply Obj. 6. 
87 ST III Q. 80 A. 8 Reply Obj. 6. 
88 To put this another way, this is the fast of communion which was discussed 

in the first chapter. One abstains from food as they are encountering the Lord in 

the Eucharist, but once this spiritual conversation is finished, one returns to eat-

ing. 
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Once this encounter is finished, the purpose of the fast has been 

realized and so there is not further need to continue the fast. 

Canonical Legislation 

 The first legislative text of relevance from this period, 

comes from Archbishop Hincmar (806-882), where in a local 

chapter he decreed that priests were to fast late in the day so as to 

provide for the needs of the faithful (i.e. celebrate Masses for fu-

nerals, the sick, and pilgrims).89 This was then incorporated into 

the Decree of Gratian (1139) along with the Third Council of Car-

thage.90 This decree explicitly applied the fast to the laity as well 

as the clergy.91 This is consistent with the practice found in the 

Libri Poenitentiales, which were primarily directed towards the la-

ity. If they did not have an obligation, there would not be a reason 

for them to confess and receive penance for not fasting. 

 The most important legislative action in this period comes 

in the Council of Constance, during its 13th Session on June 15, 

1415. This session was responding to the Hussite, Jakoubek of 

Stříbro, who rejected the Eucharistic fast. In response to this, the 

session proclaimed: “that this sacrament ought not to be celebrated 

after a meal nor received by the faithful without fasting, except in 

cases of sickness or some other necessity as permitted by law or 

by the church.”92 

 This decree does not define the scope of the fast, but does 

insist that it be retained for the good of the faithful. It further 

 

89 Cf. CAPITULA HINCMARENSIS, Canon 6 in Mansi 15:477. 
90 Cf. ANGLIN, The Eucharistic Fast; an Historical Synopsis and Commentary, 

27. 
91 Ibidem, 33. 
92 COUNCIL OF CONSTANCE, Session XIII on Jun 15, 1415 in N. P. TANNER (ed.), 

Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, Sheed & Wood and Georgetown Univer-

sity Press, Washington DC 1990, 419:7-9. 
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defines that the Mass is not to be celebrated after a meal. The ten-

sion between the Last Supper and the Mass had reopened, and it 

was being claimed once more that since Christ instituted the sac-

rament after a meal, so too could the present Mass be celebrated 

after (or within) a meal. The issue at the heart of this tension is: 

what is the Mass? Is it a re-enactment of the Last Supper or the re-

presentation of Christ’s whole salvific action, contained within the 

Paschal Mystery? Is the effect of the Mass moral formation which 

results from acting like Christ, or from encountering the re-mani-

festation of the Paschal Mystery? 

 Those who often confuse the Mass with the simple re-en-

actment of the Last Supper, then often struggle to understand the 

effect of the Mass, or the purpose of the Mass. If the ritual is only 

imparting moral lessons by re-enacting the actions of Christ, then 

fasting beforehand makes little sense. It does not aid in the devel-

opment of the moral character as demonstrated in the Last Sup-

per.93 However, if the Mass is the encounter of the Paschal Mys-

tery, and so not principally the development of the moral life, but 

instead ones presence before the divine action, fasting makes more 

sense. Fasting as we have seen can serve to aid one in being more 

receptive to this encounter and to show reverence to the one en-

countered. From this perspective, the fast is not hard to justify and 

positively lends itself to being practiced before communion. This 

norm will then remain for the following centuries until the decades 

leading up to the Second Vatican Council. 

 

93 That is not to say they would not see any value to fasting as general practice, 

but simply that it would not have a proper purpose before the Eucharistic liturgy. 
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Trent through Vatican II 

Trent until the 20th Century 

 Trent and the period afterwards until the 20th Century, add 

relatively little to the greater development of the praxis and mean-

ing of the fast. In the twenty-fifth session of the council, the fathers 

urged pastors to instruct their people in the practices handed on by 

the Church, “in particular those concerning mortification of the 

flesh such as choice of foods and fasts, and all that goes to increase 

of devotion such as the devout and faithful celebration of feast 

days.”94 This speaks to the need for catechesis of the people con-

cerning the purpose of fasts (and feast days). Too often these obli-

gations are reduced to a pro forma execution of the obligation, 

without a reflection upon their purpose. The council urged, and this 

advice is still applicable today, pastors to make sure that the people 

knew why they fasted so that they might enter more fully into the 

celebration of the feast days. This also highlights the central truth 

that fasting is always oriented towards something else, and not an 

end in itself. 

 With the exception of this encouragement, Trent did not 

deal directly with the Eucharistic fast, as after the Council of Con-

stance it was considered a closed matter. The following synods that 

did deal with the topic simply repeated what the previous councils 

had stated.95 The precision of the definition of the law concerning 

the fast however, did develop during this period. The timing was 

defined as starting from civil midnight (as opposed to natural mid-

night).96 What constituted the fast was defined to be from “any 

 

94 COUNCIL OF TRENT, Session 25 in N. P. TANNER (ed.), Decrees of the Ecu-

menical Councils, 797:18-21. 
95 Cf. PIEKOSZEWSKI, Le Jeune Eucharistique, 55. 
96 Cf. Ibidem, 63–66. 



 

 

Historical Development of the Eucharistic Fast 

66 

 

 

food or drink from outside the body into the stomach, by way of 

food or drink but not through saliva, respiration, or contraction”97 

20th Century Canonical Developments 

 The 20th Century resulted in dramatic developments in the 

canonical regulations concerning the fast, along with the changes 

in Eucharistic practice and piety.98 The first change came from 

Pius X in his decree Sacra Tridentina, promulgated on Dec 20, 

1905, which called for more frequent communion, even daily com-

munion where possible.99 This was followed on Aug 15, 1910, 

when he promulgated Quam Singulari establishing the age at 

which one received first communion to be seven years old.100 Nei-

ther of these directly changed the practice of the fast, but they did 

however led to a desire to make communion more available to the 

people. Previously, people would receive infrequently, and so they 

could plan to meet the fast requirements for those particular mo-

ments when they did receive. Now they were encouraged to re-

ceive daily when possible. This led to many tensions with people 

in situations which made regularly fulfilling the fast difficult. This 

tension and the desire to find a way for them to receive communion 

more frequently then motivated the changes in the law surrounding 

the fast leading up to the Second Vatican Council. 

 

97 “aliquem cibum vel potum ab extrinseco in stomachum, per modum cibi aut 

potus, non autem per modum salivae, respirationis aut attractionis.” in Ibidem, 

66. 
98 As was the case in analyzing the canonical development in the Patristic period, 

we will confine ourselves with the most import legislative developments, and 

those which also include interpretative statements concerning the meaning of 

the fast. 
99 Cf. PIUS X, Sacra Tridentina 1 in ASS 38:404. 
100 Cf. PIUS X, Quam Singulari 1 in AAS 2:582. 
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 The first direct change to the fast arrived with the promul-

gation of the 1917 Code of Canon Law. The Eucharistic fast was 

defined as: 

“§1. Whoever has not observed a natural fast from mid-

night cannot be admitted to the most holy Eucharist, un-

less danger of death urges, or it is necessary to avoid ir-

reverence toward the sacrament.  

§2. Those who have been sick lying down (decumbunt) 

for a month, however, without a certain hope of a speedy 

recovery, with the prudent advice of a confessor, can take 

the most holy Eucharist once or twice a week even is be-

forehand they have taken some medicine or some liquid 

as a drink (vel aliquid per modum potus). (CIC 1917 

Canon 858)101 

The first paragraph is the standard regulation on the fast which we 

would expect. One follows a natural fast (from all food and drink) 

from the midnight before receiving communion. The exceptions 

are if one is in the danger of death or there is risk of the sacrament 

being desecrated. The novelty is in the second paragraph, which 

allows one who is sick to receive more frequently than previously. 

The old legislation only permitted reception twice a month. Further 

what it means to be decumbere was to be interpreted broadly, not 

only those who are literally confined to bed.102 

On Nov 24, 1927, a question was raised concerning the cal-

culation of the month for those who are sick, and it was determined 

that it should be calculated morally, not mathematically.103 Mor-

ally means that the calculation does not need to be exactly a month, 

 

101 The English translation is from E. N. PETERS, The 1917 or Pio-Benedictine 

Code of Canon Law, Ignatius Press, San Francisco 2001. The related canon con-

cerning a priest celebrant is “Sacerdoti celebrare ne liceat, nisi ieiunio naturali 

a media nocte servato” CIC 1917 Canon 808. 
102 Cf. S. WOYWOD, C. SMITH, A Practical Commentary on the Code of Canon 

Law, 1, Joseph F. Wagner Inc, New York 1948, 471–472. 
103 Cf. CLD 2:215. 
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but that the person judges it has been about a month.104 The Church 

in her legislation is not trying to be exacting or scrupulous, instead 

the desire is to have a guide to judge the severity of sickness. She 

wants to make sure that those who are sick receive communion, 

and so is looser with the fasting legislation and its interpretation. 

On Nov 25, 1929, the Holy See permitted the celebration 

of Mass in the afternoon and evening in Soviet Russia, and com-

muted the fast to four hours starting from Noon.105 This is the first 

concession shortening the time of the fast and fixing it relative to 

the Mass time. This process will continue into our present regula-

tion. This also demonstrates the consistent pastoral concerns re-

lated to the fast and the Eucharist. The Church wants to maintain 

the good of both the fast and receiving communion. She will adjust 

the fast so that they can both be maintained. 

On Jan 2, 1942, the Holy See permitted factory workers in 

the United States, during the period of the Second World War, who 

worked past midnight, to receive communion without completing 

the full fast on the following conditions: 

“1. These workers must abstain from solid food for at 

least four hours before receiving Holy Communion, and 

from liquids for at least on hour;  

2. The liquids taken from midnight until one hour before 

Holy Communion must not be alcoholic:  

3. This privilege must be used in such manner as to avoid 

‘scandalum et periculum admirationis.’”106 

The difficulties of observing the fast, the labor in the factories, and 

the desire to receive communion provided sufficient justification 

to mitigate the fast. The purpose of the fast is not to be something 

 

104 Cf. WOYWOD, SMITH, A Practical Commentary on the Code of Canon Law, 

472. 
105 Cf. CLD 2:202. 
106 Emphasis in the source. Cf. CLD 2:215-216.  
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difficult or to be an obstacle, but instead as an aid. The Church 

modified the practice for these individuals so that the fast might 

lead to the Eucharist and not away from it. Interestingly it also adds 

the admonishment, that the person is to avoid scandal and the dan-

ger of wonderment. The Eucharistic fast was something so sym-

bolic of Catholic practice that there was a fear that if a) non-Cath-

olics saw a Catholic not fasting it might attract unhealthy interest 

or b) other Catholics unaware of the individual’s situation might 

be led astray by this different behavior. 

 On May 17, 1946, the dispensation from the fast for those 

sick for a month was extended to all those hospitalized with the 

due precaution to avoid “any remote chance of scandal or occasion 

for wonder by the faithful.”107  Then on May 27, 1946, the dispen-

sation given to those who worked after Midnight during the war 

was extended to all those who worked after midnight.108 On March 

24, 1952, a dispensation was given to mariners, permitting them to 

reduce their fast from drinks to one hour, so long as the drinks were 

limited to “coffee, tea, milk, juice, and other substances even hav-

ing nutritive value, provided they are in a liquid form.”109 

Leading up to Christus Dominus, the Holy See reiterated 

their definition of per modum potus from June 4, 1893: “it is un-

derstood that the person may take broth, coffee, or other liquid 

food, in which is mixed some substance such as wheat meal, grated 

 

107  “remota quavis scandali vel fidelium admirationis occasione.” Cf. CLD 

3:366. On Apr 3, 1947, this was also extended to priest and religious, who could 

now celebrate Mass in their rectory or a private house. This decree also extended 

the privilege to those who took care of the sick over night. Cf. CLD 3:368. This 

would then be extended to all sick individuals on May 5, 1952. Cf. CLD 3:378. 

The potus permitted within an hour includes “coffee, tea, milk, and other sub-

stances, even those that have nutritive value, …, provided the form of liquid 

predominates.” 
108 Cf. CLD 3:367. 
109 Cf. CLD 3:372. 
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bread, and the like, provided the whole mixture continues to have 

the nature of liquid food.”110 At this time, the only people that can 

receive per modum potus sometime before communion are those 

sick or taking care of the sick, individuals who work past midnight, 

and mariners. 

On Jan 6, 1953, Pius XII promulgated the apostolic consti-

tution Christus Dominus 111  with a corresponding Instructio 112 

overhauling the legislation on the Eucharistic fast following the 

above series of particular and regional modifications. The docu-

ment begins by articulating three reasons why the fast exists. 

For to abstain from food and drink is in keeping with that 

deep reverence which we owe to the supreme majesty of 

Jesus Christ […]. And furthermore, when we consume 

Hist most precious body and blood before any other food, 

we give clear evidence that this is the first and most ex-

cellent nourishment […].113 

The first reason given is the frequent purpose of expressing rever-

ence for him who we receive in the Eucharist. This occurs by plac-

ing the reception of communion first before all other things and as 

has been stated also instructs the communicant in this fact. 

Nor does this fast merely pay a tribute of honor, due to 

the Divine Redeemer. It also fosters devotion. And ac-

cordingly it can help to increase those salutary fruits of 

 

110 Cf. CLD 4:268-269. The original response from 1893 is in ASS 3: 630. 
111 PIUS XII, Christus Dominus in AAS 45:15-24. 
112 PIUS XII, Instructio in AAS 45:47-61. 
113 The English translation is as found in J. RUDDY, The Apostolic Constitution 

Christus Dominus: Text, Translation, and Commentary, Catholic University of 

America Press, Washington, D.C. 1957, 5. “Etenim cibo potuque se abstinere 

cum summa illa reverentia congruit, quam supremae Iesu Christi maiestati de-

bemus, cum eum Eucharisticis delitescentem velis sumpturi sumus. Ac praeterea, 

dum, ante quodlibet alimentum, eius pretiosissimo Corpore ac Sanguine vesci-

mur, luculenter demonstramus illud esse primum ac summum nutrimentum, quo 

animus alatur noster eiusque augeatur sanctitas.” Cf. PIUS XII, Christus Domi-

nus in AAS 45:16. 
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holiness, which Christ, the fountain, and author of all 

good things, requires us who are enriched by His grace to 

bring forth.114 

The next reason given is that it aids in devotion. Devotion here is 

that disposition by which we approach the sacrament. This dispo-

sition in turn affects our receptiveness to the grace present in the 

sacrament. Fasting makes one more receptive, and so more able to 

receive the blessings which the Lord desires to give to those who 

receive him. This occurs first (as stated above) by helping us rec-

ognize the importance of who it is we receive, and where he is 

placed in our lives. Fasting also aids in this by the third reason 

given for the fast which is: 

Besides, who does not know from experience of the very 

laws of human nature that when the body is not burdened 

with food, the mind reacts with more agility and inspired 

to meditate with greater fervor on that hidden and sub-

lime mystery which is enacted in the temple of the soul 

to the increase of divine charity.115 

Fasting enables one to meditate more perfectly and easily on the 

mystical reality made present in the Eucharist. By raising our gaze 

from our earthly and bodily needs, we can more easily turn our 

gaze to the heavenly and spiritual needs. This meditation then in 

turn increases our devotion by heightening our awareness of who 

 

114 Ibidem. “Neque debitum solummodo honoris munus hoc ieiunium Divino tri-

buit Redemptori, sed pietatem etiam fovet; ideoque ad salubérrimos illos sanc-

titatis fructus augendos conferre potest, quos bonorum omnium fons et auctor 

Christus a nobis, gratia ditatis, elici postulat .” Cf. PIUS XII, Christus Dominus 

in AAS 45:16. 
115 Ibidem, 5, 7. “Nemo ceteroquin est, qui experiundo non agnoscat ex ipsis 

humanae naturae legibus contingere ut, cum corpus cibo oneratum non sit, 

mens erigatur agilior, atque impensiore moveatur virtute ad arcanum illud ex-

celsumque meditandum mysterium, quod in animo, tamquam in templo, agitur, 

divinam adaugens caritatem.” Cf. PIUS XII, Christus Dominus in AAS 45:16-

17. 
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it is that we encounter in the Eucharist, and our desire to enter more 

deeply into the mystery made manifest. 

 After outlining the reasons for the fast, Pius XII explains 

why he promulgated this document. The purpose is to meet the 

changes in society, so as to provide for the continued spiritual 

growth of the faithful.116 There are not enough priests for the min-

istry of the faithful and they are burdened by their care for the peo-

ple.117 Missionaries and those who they serve often have to fast for 

extended and burdensome periods on account of travel dis-

tances.118 Modern society had changed so much resulting in people 

working later, keeping later hours, increased burdens at home, and 

changes in school times which restricted peoples abilities to fast 

before communion. 119  In summary, the world had changed so 

much that the Eucharistic fast had become an obstacle to the Eu-

charist instead of an aid in entering into it. 

The new norms for the Eucharistic fast from Christus Do-

minus were:120 1) The Eucharistic fast from midnight is retained 

for those not in special circumstances, however natural water 

(aqua naturalis) no longer broke the fast. Natural water is defined 

as water without any additions.121 2) The sick, whomever they be, 

can take something by way of a drink (per modum potus).122 3) 

Priests who will celebrate Mass at a late hour, after burdensome 

pastoral labors, or after a long trip, may take something by way of 

 

116 Cf. Ibidem in AAS 45:17-18. 
117 Cf. Ibidem in AAS 45:18-19. 
118 Cf. Ibidem in AAS 45:19. 
119 Cf. Ibidem in AAS 45:19-20. 
120 As found and numbered in AAS 45:22-23. 
121 “[Aqua naturalis] id est sine ulla cuiuslibet elementi adiectione.” Cf. Instruc-

tio in AAS:45 47. 
122 The Instructio further clarifies that they can also take medicine (either solid 

or liquid) so long as it is actually medicinal and not simply nutritional. Cf. In-

structio 1 in AAS 45:47-48. 
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a drink (per modum potus), with the exception of alcoholic drinks. 

They must abstain from permitted drinks for at least an hour.123 4) 

Those who say multiple Masses may take the ablutions, provided 

they are done only with water and not with wine. 5) The lay faithful, 

who though not sick, but burdened with heavy labor, or can only 

approach the sacrament at a late hour, or after traveling a long dis-

tance, may take something by way of a drink (per modum potus), 

with the exception of alcoholic drinks. They must abstain from all 

such drinks for at least an hour.124 6) Bishops can permit the Mass 

to be celebrated in the evening. In this case the fast is from solid 

food and alcoholic drinks for three hours, and one hour for all other 

drinks. 

In large part the legislation is simply a summary and clearer 

codification of all the particular dispensations and permissions 

given over the preceding decades. The most important change was 

that water no longer broke the fast. After outlining the new legis-

lation Pius XII ended by reiterating that the purpose of these new 

decrees were not to lesson devotion or the sense of penance, but 

instead to take into consideration the current situation of the people. 

As such they were encouraged to increase their interior devotion 

and prayer, to seek more fervently help from the Lord, and where 

possible take up other means of penances.125 

 

123 The Instructio further clarifies that a late hour means after 9am, burdensome 

labor means labor which begins early in the morning or for an extended period 

of time, and a long trip means 2km on foot or proportionally long by other means 

taking into consideration the journey conditions and the person. Cf. Instruction 

4 in AAS 45:48. 
124 The Instructio further clarifies with example those who qualify like those 

who have physically demanding jobs, late shifts, pregnant women, and women 

with early domestic duties before Mass, and those who schedules do not permit 

them to come to church in the morning like school children. Cf. Instructio 10 in 

AAS 45:49 
125 Cf. PIUS XII, Christus Dominus in AAS 45:23-24. 
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Four years later Pius XII promulgated Sacram Commun-

ionem on March 25 1957.126 In this Motu proprio the fast was re-

duced to three hours from solid food and alcoholic drink, and one 

hour for non-alcoholic drinks no matter when the Mass was cele-

brated.127 Priests however are encouraged to maintain the tradi-

tional fast, and those who take advantage of the shorter fast are 

encouraged to increase other charitable and penitential actions.128 

The Holy See replying to questions after Sacram Communionem 

affirmed that a candy dissolved in water is considered a drink.129 

Meaning, the non-alcoholic drink is considered as the per modum 

potus from earlier legislation and water is still aqua naturalis and 

any addition makes it a potus. 

Vatican II 

 Vatican II does not speak explicitly about the Eucharistic 

fast. The closest it comes is when it speaks of the Paschal Fast; the 

purpose of which is, “so that people can thus come through to the 

joys of Easter Sunday with minds and hearts concentrated and re-

ceptive.”130 The liturgy itself makes the work of the Paschal Mys-

tery131 present in the Church so as to glorify God and sanctify 

men.132 In this light, the Eucharistic fast can be seen as a little Pas-

chal Fast as each Mass is the manifestation of the Paschal Mystery. 

Further, to properly enter into this celebration one must spiritually 

prepare themselves.133 And one cannot be passive during the cele-

bration, but must be fully aware of what they are participating in 

 

126 Cf. PIUS XII, Sacram Communionem in AAS 49:177-178. 
127 Cf. Ibidem 2-3 in AAS 49:178. 
128 Cf. Ibidem in AAS 49:178. 
129 Cf. CLD 4:289. 
130 “ut ita, elato et aperto animo, ad guadia dominicae resurrectinois pervenia-

tur.” Cf. SC 110. 
131 Cf. SC 5. 
132 Cf. SC 7. 
133 Cf. SC 11. 
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and actively involved.134 The fast then is a preeminent way by 

which the Church provides for her members to spiritually prepare 

for the Liturgy, and so be a more aware and active participant in 

the liturgy.  

 The last action from the conciliar period relevant to our 

study, is the final modification of the canonical requirements for 

the fast. At the close of the third session of the Second Vatican 

Council on Nov 21, 1964, Paul VI reduced the fast of solid foods 

and alcoholic drinks to one hour before receiving communion.135 

This legislation will then be codified in the present Code of Canon 

law in canon 919. With this we are well prepared to understand the 

present practice and the symbolism of the Eucharistic fast. We 

have seen several consistent threads throughout: humility, in-

creased awareness of the spiritual realities present in the Mass, and 

a consistent communal emphasis. These are combined with the 

Church’s pastoral concern through the centuries to both promote, 

and ensure the faithful’s fruitful engagement with the fast, while 

also seeking to not allow it to become an obstacle to the Eucharist. 

These final legislative decrees then provide the necessary back-

ground to understand the present law concerning the fast. 

 

 

 

134 Cf. SC 14. 
135 “Concedit ut ieiunium quoad cibus solidos reducatur ad unam horam ante 

Sanctam Communionem, et quidem tum pro sacerdotibus tum pro fidelibus. In 

hac autem concessione includitur quoque potuum alchoolicorum usus, servata 

tamen debita moderatione.” Cf. AAS 57:186. 
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Mystagogical Analysis of the 

Eucharistic Fast 
 

 In the first chapter we looked at fasting itself and fasting 

before cultic actions in scripture. Then we followed the develop-

ment of the Eucharistic fast throughout the tradition. In this last 

chapter we will use these preceding chapters to understand the pre-

sent practice of the Eucharistic fast. To do this we will first look 

into the current praxis of the fast in the light of present magisterial 

sources. Then we will review the main aspects of the fast which 

have been drawn out in this study. Finally we will interpret this 

conception of the fast in the light of what we have seen. 

Current Praxis 

 The current praxis of the fast is outlined and explained in 

the present liturgical books, the Catechism of the Catholic Church, 

and the Code of Canon Law. The first two articulate the purpose 

of the fast, while the last articulates what it entails. In this section 

we will begin with the present purpose of the fast and then look at 

its content. 
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 The current liturgical books do not speak directly on the 

Eucharistic fast, instead however they speak of the Paschal Fast. 

In both the Ceremonial of Bishops and the Roman Missal, there is 

a brief introduction to the Sacred Triduum.1 Both contain the same 

instruction on the Paschal Fast. It is observed on Good Friday, and 

where possible it should be maintain through Holy Saturday. The 

purpose of this fast is to come, “to the joys of the Sunday of the 

resurrection with uplifted souls. (SC 110)”2 The instruction does 

not explain how the fast leads one to celebrate the Resurrection 

more joyfully, but it does provide a clear purpose for the fast. 

 The Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults also speaks of the 

Paschal Fast. There, within the context of the proximate prepara-

tion for the elect to receive the sacraments, they are encouraged to 

spend Holy Saturday in prayer, reflection, and for those who are 

able fasting.3 These actions are meant to aid the person in spiritu-

ally preparing for the reception of the Sacraments of Initiation, 

which are completed with the reception of the Eucharist.4 This par-

agraph also cites SC 110, meaning the fast ought to terminate in 

their joyful celebration of the Resurrection. 

 

1 Caeremoniale episcoporum: ex decreto Sacrosancti Oecumenici Concilii Va-

ticani II instauratum auctoritate Ioannis Pauli PP. II promulgatum, Libreria 

Editrice Vaticana, Città del Vaticano 1984, 295-296; “SACRUM TRIDUUM 

PASCHALE” 1-3 in MR. 
2 “Sacrum etiam esto ieiunium paschale, feria VI in Passione Domini ubique 

celebrandum, et, iuxta opportunitatem, etiam Sabbato sancto producendum, ita 

ut, elato animo, ad gaudia dominicæ Resurrectionis perveniatur. (SC 110)” Cf. 

Caeremoniale episcoporum: ex decreto Sacrosancti Oecumenici Concilii Vati-

cani II instauratum auctoritate Ioannis Pauli PP. II promulgatum, 295; “SA-

CRUM TRIDUUM PASCHALE” 1 in MR. 
3 Cf. Rituale Romanum ex decreto Sacrosancti Oecumenici Concilii Vaticani II 

instauratum actoritate Pauil PP. VI promulgatum. Ordo initiationis christianae 

adultorum, editio typica, Typis Polyglottis Vaticanis, Città del Vaticano 1972, 

reimpressio emendata 1974, 26 §1.  
4 Cf. Ibidem, 27 and 36. 
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 These indications solidly place the notion of fasting before 

sacraments as an action of preparation. What we have seen in the 

preceding chapters explains how the fast prepares us to celebrate 

the sacred liturgy. Fasting in the present liturgy is also directed to 

a joyful encounter with God in the liturgy. It is clearly oriented 

towards God, and the measure of our success in fasting is how we 

in turn encounter him. If the fast is not working, that may indicate 

that how we relate to and practice the fast is wrong. 

 The Catechism of the Catholic Church when speaking on 

fasting, summarizes many of the motivations and purposes of fast-

ing which we have already seen. Fasting helps prepare one to wor-

thily receive the Eucharist.5 The primary importance of fasting is 

not the exterior work, but the corresponding conversion of heart.6 

As an act of penance, it expresses a conversion in relation to one-

self, which then aids one in conversion in relation to God and 

neighbor.7 Our daily acts of conversion and penance flow from and 

are nourished by the Eucharist.8 The prescribed periods of fasting 

are meant to prepare us, “for the liturgical feasts and help us ac-

quire mastery over our instincts and freedom of heart.”9 This gives 

fasting (and works of penance as a whole) an overall liturgical and 

Eucharistic character. This should not be surprising as the Eucha-

rist itself is the source and summit of the Christian Life and char-

acterizes the entirety of the Church’s life.10 

 With this background on the purpose of the fast we can look 

at the definition and norms regulating the practice of the 

 

5 Cf. CCC 1387. 
6 Cf. CCC 1430. 
7 Cf. CCC 1434. 
8 Cf. CCC 1436. 
9 Cf. CCC 2043. 
10 Cf. CCC 1324. 
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Eucharistic fast, which are found in the Code of Canon Law in 

canon 919. The canon reads as follows: 

§1. A person who is to receive the Most Holy Eucharist 

is to abstain for at least one hour before holy communion 

from any food and drink, except for only water and med-

icine.   

§2. A priest who celebrates the Most Holy Eucharist two 

or three times on the same day can take something before 

the second or third celebration even if there is less than 

one hour between them.  

§3. The elderly, the infirm, and those who care for them 

can receive the Most Holy Eucharist even if they have 

eaten something within the preceding hour. (CIC 919) 11 

This canon is the natural product from the series of legislative acts 

which we saw last chapter. With the promulgation of Christus Do-

minus by Pius XII, water and medicine no longer broke the fast. 

Water was defined as water without any additions; and medicine 

can be either liquid or solid and must be for medicinal or therapeu-

tic purposes not simply nutritional. Drink was also defined as per 

modus potus, meaning anything which has the principal quality of 

being a liquid without regard for the substances dissolved within 

the liquid. After Christus Dominus the fast from food and drink 

was shortened to three hours in Sacram Communionem, and then 

Paul VI shortened the fast from food and drink to one hour. These 

two following legislative actions did nothing to change the terms 

 

11 “§1. Sanctissimam Eucharistiam recepturus per spatium saltem unius horae 

ante sacram communionem abstineat a quocumque cibo et potu, excepta tan-

tummodo aqua atque medicina. 

§2. Sacerdos, qui eadem die bis aut ter sanctissimam Eucharistiam celebrat, 

aliquid sumere potest ante secundam aut tertiam celebrationem, etiamsi non 

intercesserit spatium unius horae. 

§3. Aetate provecti et infirmitate quadam laborantes necnon eorum curae ad-

dicti, sanctissimam Eucharistiam accipere possunt, etiamsi intra horam antece-

dentem aliquid sumpserint.” Cf. CIC 919. The English translations of the Code 

of Cannon Law are from Code of Canon Law: Latin-English Edition, Canon 

Law Society of America, Washington, D.C. 1998. 
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and their definitions as employed in the law, but simply changed 

the length of time for the fast. The last version of the fast by Paul 

VI, was then repromulgated in the present above canon 919. There-

fore the definitions of drink, water, and medicine are still in force 

for interpreting the present canon. 

 Paragraph one of the canon is directed to everyone and de-

fines the normative practice of the Eucharistic fast. The following 

two paragraphs then provide exceptions from the norm defined in 

this paragraph. The fast applies to all who will receive the Eucha-

rist, and only to those who will receive communion. It does not 

apply to those present at the liturgical celebration but will not re-

ceive communion. It is also not restricted to the Mass, for if one 

receives communion outside of Mass (the exceptions in paragraph 

three not withstanding) they must observe the fast. This scope is 

consistent with what we saw in the early Church, when Tertullian 

spoke of the fast in the context of a woman receiving communion 

outside of Mass, and Chrysostom exhorting the faithful to be pre-

sent at the liturgy even if not fasting. The purpose of the fast is to 

prepare for communion. 

The duration of the fast is required to be at least (saltem) 

one continuous hour from the moment one finishes drinking (per 

modus potus) or eating until the Eucharist is received. The mini-

mum amount of time for the fast is one hour, but the at least en-

courages one to extend the fast for an extended period of time if 

they are able to do so. 12  This is in line with Pius XII’s 

 

12 This is the interpretation of the calculation of time given in both J. P. BEAL, J. 

A. CORIDEN, T. J. GREEN (eds.), New Commentary on the Code of Canon Law, 

Paulist Press, Mahwah 2000, 1114; A. MARZOA, J. MIRAS, R. RODRIGUEZ-OCA 
ÑA (eds.), Exegetical Commentary on the Code of Canon Law, III/1, Midwest 

Theological Forum, Chicago 2004, 628. Luigi Chiappetta partially dissents from 

this position, interpreting at least one hour to mean a moral hour and therefore 
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encouragement in Christus Dominus that those who took ad-

vantage of the shorter fast should find other penances to do; and 

then in Sacram Communionem where priests were encouraged to 

continue the midnight fast even though they were no longer bound 

by the law to do so. The shorter period of time is to enable people 

to receive communion when a longer fast would become an obsta-

cle to communion. For those who a longer fast is not an obstacle, 

prolonging the fast is laudable. 

 The fast itself is then defined as first: abstaining […] from 

any (quocumque) food and drink. Everything is explicitly excluded 

from consumption, all food and drinks no matter what they are. 

Then in the second place: except for only (tantummodo) water and 

medicine. Only these two are then explicitly permitted. Meaning, 

everything but water and medicine break the fast. Both of these 

terms remain as defined in the Instruction for Christus Dominus as 

discussed above. Medicine must be truly medicinal, and not simply 

be some substance of chemical or pharmacological character.13 It 

does not however need to be prescribed by a physician.14 

 

potentially less then an hour, even as short as 45 minutes. Cf. L. CHIAPPETTA 

(ed.), Il Codice Di Diritto Canonico, II, Edizioni Dehoniane, Roma 19962, 146. 

The canon is clear that one cannot intend to abstain for less than one hour. If 

one knows they normally receive communion around thirty minutes into Mass, 

they must start their fast at least thirty minutes before Mass begins. Chiappetta 

is correct that scrupulosity should be avoided, and one should not be sitting in 

the pews distractedly counting the minutes. Moral certitude from when you 

started the fast is sufficient even if in reality it was slightly less than an hour. 

This moral certitude means that at the time you received communion you rea-

sonably expected that you had fulfilled the hour fast, even if after Mass you 

learned in reality it was less than an hour. Since the canon stresses at least an 

hour, the person receiving communion is to err on the side of fasting longer than 

is necessary and not shorter than is necessary. 
13 Cf. MARZOA, MIRAS, RODRIGUEZ-OCAÑA (eds.), Exegetical Commentary on 

the Code of Canon Law, 628. 
14 Cf. BEAL, CORIDEN, GREEN (eds.), New Commentary on the Code of Canon 

Law, 1113. 
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 Given the structure of the definition of the fast, and the le-

gal tradition of interpreting water, water should be interpreted 

plainly as water.15 This would exclude other drinks created by the 

introduction of some other element by infusion, steeping, or other 

means. This means that drinks such as coffee and tea break the 

fast.16 The reasoning is simple as the canon excludes all drinks ex-

cept water, and coffee and tea are drunk because they are not water. 

So clearly, we view coffee and tea as a drink different from water, 

and therefore they are not permitted during the fast. Further it 

would seem that any additions to the water which have caloric 

value, create another drink as in the case of a candy dissolved in 

water, (which we discussed in the previous chapter) the result was 

considered a drink and not permitted during the then three-hour 

fast while water was permitted. 

 The second paragraph of Canon 919 is straight forward. 

Priests who have celebrated a Mass and celebrate other subsequent 

Masses, may consume something within an hour of each subse-

quent Mass. This dispensation also applies for concelebration as 

the paragraph applies to those priests who celebrate not those who 

preside.17  This dispensation from the fast also only applies to 

 

15 The previously mentioned commentaries by Beal, Marzoa, and Chiappetta all 

implicitly favor the plain interpretation of water as they pass no further comment 

on water while at the same time clarifying other terms in the canon. See for 

example their discussion of the duration of the fast. 
16 Canon 17 states that “Ecclesiastical laws must be understood in accord with 

the proper meaning of the words considered in their text and context.” The con-

text of water in our canon 919 is to the exclusion of all other kinds of drinks. If 

the introduction of other elements into water causes it to have another name, it 

is no longer water but another drink. The introduction of some elements how-

ever do not create another drink, as for example small amounts of salt or chem-

icals which purify the water. The end product of these introductions is some-

thing which all recognize as water. What is excluded are those additions which 

cause the water to be recognized as another drink. 
17 Cf. BEAL, CORIDEN, GREEN (eds.), New Commentary on the Code of Canon 

Law, 1113. 
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priests, and not to the faithful in general. Those faithful, who ac-

cording to canon 917 may receive communion again on the same 

day, must still observe the fast before receiving communion a sec-

ond time. The priest must also still observe the fast for the first 

Mass. 

 The third paragraph concerns two groups of people: the el-

derly and infirmed, and those who take care of them. The first 

group consists of anyone who on account of their age or infirmity 

are not able to come to the church, or on account of their medical 

care are not able to control when they consume something.18 Those 

who take care of them indicate those who are actively providing 

care for persons in the first group.19 This care does not need to be 

physical medical care, but non-material care like prolonged visits 

also qualify.20  Inclusion in these groups are to be interpreted in the 

favor of the person.21  Both groups are dispensed from the absti-

nence from food and drink (as they were already dispensed from 

medicine in §1). Those who bring communion to these groups 

ought to find some other way to highlight the distinction of receiv-

ing communion from other moments, and for the recipients to spir-

itually prepare for the reception of communion.22 

 

18 Cf. MARZOA, MIRAS, RODRIGUEZ-OCAÑA (eds.), Exegetical Commentary on 

the Code of Canon Law, 628–629; BEAL, CORIDEN, GREEN (eds.), New Com-

mentary on the Code of Canon Law, 1114. 
19 Cf. MARZOA, MIRAS, RODRIGUEZ-OCAÑA (eds.), Exegetical Commentary on 

the Code of Canon Law, 628–629; BEAL, CORIDEN, GREEN (eds.), New Com-

mentary on the Code of Canon Law, 1114. 
20 Cf. BEAL, CORIDEN, GREEN (eds.), New Commentary on the Code of Canon 

Law, 1114. 
21 Cf. Ibidem, 1113–1114. 
22 Cf. MARZOA, MIRAS, RODRIGUEZ-OCAÑA (eds.), Exegetical Commentary on 

the Code of Canon Law, 629. 
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General Synthesis 

 From our analysis thus far there are three main symbolic 

themes which are associated with the Eucharistic fast: Humility, 

Reverence, and Community. Each of these are related and are pre-

sent every time one fulfills this fast, though each individual or in-

stance may accentuate different themes according to the particular 

context. 

Humility 

 The emphasis upon humility is the principal development 

throughout the Old Testament and into the New Testament. Fast-

ing as an expression of mourning is of no purpose as a spiritual or 

cultic practice if it is an empty gesture. The Lord constantly called 

his people back to him, calling them to humble themselves and 

return to the covenant. Not the simple external fulfillment of the 

covenant, but the internalization of it. Their sacrifices are not ac-

cepted on account of their pride, not simply because there may be 

a privation in the execution of the ritual. Christ develops this fur-

ther when he made the perfect act of obedience, being obedient 

even unto death upon the Cross.23 The road back to the heavenly 

garden is through the humble obedience of the cross. And unless 

we take up this cross, we will not join in the resurrection of the 

Lord.24 

 The little death of fasting, by abstaining from life giving 

food, now becomes a way to participate in Christ’s salvific death.25 

This is the authentic sense of mortification coming from the Latin: 

mors-facere, meaning to put to death. The humbling of ourselves, 

as made manifest by abstaining from food, directs us towards the 

 

23 Cf. Phil 2:8. 
24 Cf. Mt 10:38-39, 16:24-26; Lk 14:27. 
25 Cf. Phil 3:10-11; 4:10-14, 16-18. 
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place where we can find true food and life. It manifests that God’s 

ways are not man’s ways.26 We do not know how to truly live in 

the present life, and so we put aside how we think we sustain life. 

Then in humility we turn to seek the Lord, so as to receive from 

him the true source of life. Without this internal disposition how-

ever the external fast is pointless. 

 We mourn in fasting not the death of the body, but the death 

in us caused by our sins. We recognize our sinful actions for what 

they are, actions which brought us farther away from the source of 

life, instead of into life itself. This mourning is for naught however 

unless it is paired with the desire to move once more to the Lord. 

The fast is not for its own sake, but for the purpose of returning 

more fully to God. Humility without conversion is not humility at 

all, but a further act of pride, as the person himself decides the cri-

teria of submission, instead of a humble submission to the Christ. 

To such an act the Lord always responds with a call for conversion 

or reorienting of one’s life. The fundamental response is to say not 

my will, but your will be done.27 To ignore this invitation from the 

Lord to drink from the fountain of life28 after fasting is nothing but 

the folly of pride and self exaltation of one’s will over the Lord’s 

will.29 

 In the Eucharistic fast we humble ourselves, so that we may 

perceive more clearly the most important good, the invitation to 

eternal life through participation in the Paschal Mystery, as made 

manifest in the Sacred Liturgy. In the fast we decrease so that 

 

26 Cf. Is 55:8-9. 
27 Cf. Lk 22:42. 
28 Cf. Jn 4:10; Rev 22:1-2. 
29 Cf. Ps 2:1-3. 
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Christ might increase,30 and therefore we enter into the joy of his 

Paschal Wedding banquet.31 

Reverence 

 This act of humility further disposes us to give reverence 

to him who is present in the Mass, Christ. He renders himself pre-

sent in the event of the Paschal Mysteries, as manifested through 

sacramental signs. He as our Lord and the Bridegroom of the wed-

ding feast is owed our honor and reverence. Since in the Mass he 

is preeminently manifested in the Eucharist, the most due rever-

ence then is towards the Eucharist. Since the Eucharist is food, giv-

ing it pride of place before other foods expresses reverence to 

Christ who is present in the species of bread and wine. Further by 

abstaining from other foods before consuming this food, it teaches 

us that this food is different from other foods. What we consume 

is not simple bread but the Bread of Heaven. It is a higher and 

exalted food, placed in preeminence over all other foods, which 

the act of placing it above other foods is also one of reverence. 

Community 

 This food is not consumed alone, and our Lord is not simply 

a Lord of an individual, but instead the King of a kingdom and 

people. He calls all together (ekklesía) to share in common his sin-

gular salvation. From the earliest periods we found the Israelites 

fasting together. In the second temple period the whole people 

were enjoined to fast on particular days. In Paul’s writings they 

came together to pray and fast, and this continued throughout the 

Church’s tradition. The whole community comes together to pre-

pare to celebrate the Liturgy. It is not an act of an individual or 

group of individuals, but of a community. As such an individual 

 

30 Cf. Jn 3:30. 
31 Cf. Jn 3:29-30. 
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does not prepare by fasting, but the whole community prepares by 

doing so. This once more reinforces the theme of humility. It is not 

simply I, who celebrates or participates, but the community of 

which I am a part. This process of uniting oneself to the commu-

nity begins with recognizing my fast as part of the whole commu-

nity. 

Interpretation 

In this concluding section, we will apply the main themes 

from above, and a few minor themes we have seen which are part 

of the symbolic meaning of the fast to the current praxis and cul-

tural context. The intent is to present ways to approach and view 

the Eucharistic fast with deeper spiritual content; and so move be-

yond a simple legalism, and enter more deeply into the reality of 

the practice of the fast. Pius XII while speaking on how to prepare 

for the Mass in Mediator Dei said: 

The chief element of divine worship must be interior. For 

we must always live in Christ and give ourselves to Him 

completely, so that in Him, with Him and through Him 

the heavenly Father may be duly glorified. The sacred lit-

urgy requires, however, that both of these elements be in-

timately linked with each other. This recommendation 

the liturgy itself is careful to repeat, as often as it pre-

scribes an exterior act of worship. Thus we are urged, 

when there is question of fasting, for example, “to give 

interior effect to our outward observance.” (Roman Mis-

sal, Secret for Thursday after the Second Sunday of Lent.) 

(Mediator Dei 24)32 

So that our analysis of the Eucharistic fast might not end in only 

outward observance, or in simple comprehension of its historical 

 

32 PIUS XII, Mediator Dei 24, AAS 39:531. The paragraph number and English 

translation are as found at  https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/encycli-

cals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_20111947_mediator-dei.html (March 28, 2022). 

https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_20111947_mediator-dei.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/pius-xii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-xii_enc_20111947_mediator-dei.html
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origins, these following interpretations are provided to better ena-

ble the movement from the exterior to interior effect. 

Unless you become like a child 

At that time, the disciples came to Jesus, saying, “Who is 

the greatest in the kingdom of heaven?” And calling to 

him a child, he put him in the midst of them, and said, 

“Truly, I say to you, unless you turn and become like chil-

dren, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven. Who-

ever humbles himself like this child, he is the greatest in 

the kingdom of heaven.” (Mt 18:2-4) 

 Humility has been stressed throughout as an important as-

pect for fasting. Without it the whole exercise is for naught. The 

fundamental disposition of humble obedience for the Christian is 

in imitation of Christ. It is repeated here once more, as obedience 

and humility are such counter-cultural symbols in a world which 

is so individualistic. We struggle to understand personal dignity in 

humility before another at times, especially when we must submit 

ourselves before them. It can be seen as an offence to my freedom 

and dignity if I submit myself to another’s will. Or if I am humble, 

that is beneath another, an injustice has been done to me. Into this 

Christ places a child. This is the humility to which we are called 

and the humility of which our fast should entail. 

 The fast is not a denial of the goodness of food. It is not a 

slavish forgoing of food at a master’s command. It is the funda-

mental acknowledgement that we cannot provide the true food 

which will sustain us. Yes, we can nourish the body during the 

decades we have on this Earth, but for how long? In the end we 

must acknowledge that we are dust and to dust we will return.33 

Our food which we consume here will not provide for the eternal 

life for which we all long. Instead the Eucharistic fast returns us to 

 

33 See the Distribution of Ashes on Ash Wednesday in MR. 
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our childhood, to the time when we could not prepare our food. 

We return to a time when we depended upon our parents to feed 

us. 

The Eucharistic fast reminds us that we are dependent upon 

the Lord, and he has the true food with which he will feed us.34 

The true food which will give eternal life to those who eat of it.35 

This is a gift which cannot be extracted or compelled. We cannot 

make ourselves worthy; that is on the same level as God so as to 

demand this gift. Eternal life is a gift, and all gifts necessarily for 

them to be a gift, must be received in humility. 

 Further like children, we like to eat many foods, many of 

which are not healthy for us and some of which will spoil our ap-

petite if we eat too abundantly before a meal. The Church, like a 

good parent, sets for us the regulation of the fast to ensure that no 

other foods spoil our hunger for the Lord. She makes sure that her 

children consume the most important food before they move on to 

other foods. The Eucharistic fast therefore is an opportunity for us 

to become once more like children, and so hope to enter the King-

dom of God. 

Man does not live on bread along 

And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with 

manna, which you did not know, nor did your fathers 

know; that he might make you know that man does not 

live by bread alone, but that man lives by everything that 

proceeds out of the mouth of the Lord. (Dt 8:3) 

Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the 

Son of man and drink his blood, you have no life in you; 

[…] This is the bread which came down from heaven, not 

 

34 Cf. Jn 6:35, 48, 51, 55. 
35 Cf. Jn 6:40, 47, 49-50, 54. 
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such as the fathers ate and died; he who eats this bread 

will live for ever. (Jn 6:53, 58) 

 Humility is not an end in itself. God does not desire de-

jected slaves. He does not desire to dominate his people. Instead 

he humbles us to break us outside of ourselves. He humbles us so 

that we may look to another, to him; so that we might realize how 

God has been with us always, if only we would seek him. That we 

might hear, “you are my friends if you do what I command you.” 

(Jn 15:14) The hunger, which the people felt in the desert before 

the manna was given, was supposed to make them realize that their 

God was close to them and would provide. That they should re-

spect his commandments and show reverence to him who cared for 

them. The focus is not on the peoples’ action, but on God’s gift 

and the proper response towards this gift. 

 Christ, then gives the true manna, the true bread of life. The 

fast makes us hungry, and then Christ fulfills this hunger with a 

food we did not know, so that we might know from where true life 

comes, and God’s loving concern for his people. Christ’s gift of 

himself is the true action, the focus of the Liturgy. It is he who will 

satisfy, he who will bring the food, he who will call us into the 

meal. What we supply is our hunger for this food. The Lord allows 

us to be hungry so as to desire his gift that much more. And it is 

because he provides everything, that we show him due reverence. 

There is nothing to which we can point, which we have contributed, 

but instead we revere the Lord who abundantly provides for his 

people.  

 This focus on our hunger and that we can only satisfy it in 

the Lord, helps us participate more fully in the liturgy. Our expec-

tation and orientation towards the Mass begins before we set foot 

in the church. We set aside worldly food and drink at least an hour 

before Mass because we know who we will encounter there and 

what he will provide. This period becomes sacred, set apart from 
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other times in the day, as we prepare to encounter Christ. So that 

while we are present at Mass, we are not caught surprised at his 

arrival but instead might welcome him with joy.36 

While praying and fasting together 

While they were worshiping the Lord and fasting, the 

Holy Spirit said, “Set apart for me Barnabas and Saul for 

the work to which I have called them.” Then after fasting 

and praying they laid their hands on them and sent them 

off. (Acts 13:2-3) 

The critique which Christ leveled against the fasting of the 

Pharisees was that they were proud, they were fasting to be seen, 

and their fasting set them apart (and above) from others. It was 

divisive. It created the true followers of the Law and those who 

were not. Instead the Eucharistic fast is designed to build up the 

community and create a unity within it. The legislative norms in 

the previous century were motivated by this concern. They did not 

want part of the community to be excluded because of the fasting 

regulations. 

The Popes of last century were unlike the Pharisees who, 

“bind heavy burdens, hard to bear, and lay them on men’s shoul-

ders; but they themselves will not move them with their finger.” 

(Mt 23:4) Instead they sought to find ways to loosen the norms of 

the fast, so that there would be no division between the strong and 

the weak among the flock. They also were concerned that the com-

munity would not be scandalized by the changes. So those who 

received dispensations, were instructed to not take their privilege 

to excess. The purpose in all this was to ensure a greater unity 

within the Church when she came to the altar of the Lord. 

 

36 Cf. Mt 25:1-13. 
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The result was a fuller expression of communion in the 

Mass by enabling more people to receive communion. The Eucha-

rist makes the Church, it is that which realizes the community 

which is the Body of Christ. It is fitting then, that the community 

would together prepare in a common action when they approached 

the source of their unity. We fast as a community so that we might 

in turn be made more perfectly into an unity by the Eucharist. 

The pure of heart will see God 

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. (Mt 

5:8) 

As Aquinas noted, fasting purifies one from sin.37 So often 

it is sin which obscures our vision and makes it hard to see God. 

Basil, in his homily on fasting, linked it to overcoming the original 

sin of Adam and Eve. The very first commandment given was to 

not eat of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.38 This com-

mand is a kind of abstinence or limited fast.39 Yes, they could eat 

of the garden, but not freely and as they pleased. Fasting (in its 

broadest terms) from this perspective is part of the divine law and 

ordering of creation.40 Man is the caretaker of the Garden, not its 

creator.41 We cannot do with the goods of creation as we please, 

but must use them in accord with the divine ordering of the cosmos. 

This necessarily means we must fast or abstain from enjoying 

goods if such use is not divinely ordered. 

Adam and Eve, by breaking their fast from the Tree of 

Good and Evil, came under the pain of sin and death. By breaking 

the fast they no longer walked with the Lord in the garden.42 Their 

 

37 Cf. ST II-II Q. 147 A. 1. 
38 Cf. Gen 2:16–17. 
39 Cf. BASILIUS CAESARIENSIS, Homilia I De Ieiunio 3 in PG 31:167.  
40 Cf. Ibidem 3 in PG 31:167.  
41 Cf. Gen 2:15. 
42 Cf. Gen 3:8. 
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sin deprived them of the sight of God and his intimacy. Against 

this situation Basil places fasting as the response to Adam and 

Eve’s action. He calls us to fast so that we might reenter paradise, 

which was lost by not fasting from the Tree.43 By indulging in food 

at the improper time we lost life, and so by abstaining from food 

we now receive from the true Tree of Life. In the Eucharistic fast 

we participate once more in ordering creation according to the di-

vine will and so come to the Paschal Mystery, wherein stands the 

Tree of Life from which Christ feeds us the food of eternal life. 

By purifying ourselves in this fast, by acting against the 

source of our sin, we grow in clarity of sight. We grow to perceive 

more clearly the goodness of the divine ordering of the world. We 

grow to more clearly see the reality hidden within the sacramental 

signs. The fast purifies our hearts from worldly desires so that we 

might desire more perfectly spiritual realities. For “where your 

treasure is, there will your heart be also.” (Mt 6:21) If we purify 

our sight and direct our hunger towards spiritual realities, we will 

perceive the treasure of the Eucharist. In recognizing the true gift 

that it is, we will then desire with our heart to enter more perfectly 

into the Eucharistic celebration. 

This is the sacrifice which I desire 

For thou hast no delight in sacrifice,  

    were I to give a burnt offering,  

    thou wouldst not be pleased.  

The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit;  

    a broken and contrite heart, O God,  

    thou wilt not despise. (Ps 51:16-17) 

 

43 Cf. BASILIUS CAESARIENSIS, Homilia I De Ieiunio 4 in PG 31:167. 
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 Our offerings are not magic. They are not a quid pro quo.44 

The disposition of the offeror is important, merely fulfilling the 

ritual properly is not sufficient. Now, we have a high priest who 

stands before the heavenly altar, eternally offering the one true sac-

rifice.45 This Jesus Christ is pure and undefiled46 with a contrite 

heart and so is able to offer the true sacrifice.47 In the Eucharist, 

our High Priest renders us present to this eternal offering, through 

his remembrance of us, as he intercedes for us.48 In so far as we 

con-celebrate this heavenly liturgy as the Body of Christ (totus 

Christus) we also are to have broken and contrite hearts. 

The broken and contrite heart is the characteristic of one 

who is mourning and humble. The Eucharistic fast then provides 

an opportunity for us to share in Christ’s broken and contrite heart, 

which began in his passion in the Garden.49 As the fast precedes 

the Mass, so too did Christ’s passion precede the crucifixion. The 

fast then serves as the entrance into Christ’s Paschal Mystery. 

Within this we then join our prayers of intercession to Christ’s eter-

nal intercession before the Father. In encountering the resurrection 

we are impelled to proclaim the Good News and love as God has 

loved us. 

The fast then as entrance to the Paschal Mystery must result 

in intercession for others. It must result in greater love and care of 

our neighbor. It must result in a greater desire to proclaim the 

 

44 Literally, “this for that.” The phrase indicates a type of obligation where one 

party will do something (this), if the other party does something else beforehand 

(that). Our sacrificial offerings are not something which we can exchange for 

some fixed response from God. It is not an economic (in the modern or market-

based sense) transaction. 
45 Cf. Heb 8:1-2. 
46 Cf. Heb 7:23. 
47 Cf. Heb 4:15-16. 
48 Cf. Heb 7:25. 
49 Cf. Mt 26:28. 
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Gospel. It is the encounter of the Paschal Mystery which effects 

these results. The Eucharistic fast serves as an entrance through 

which we approach this Mystery. How we approach something 

characterizes how we experience it. The fast predisposes us to see 

our neediness and dependance upon the Lord, and so in turn aids 

us to see how those around us need the Lord. The fast by orienting 

our relationship with worldly goods in a more proper way, enables 

us to more freely give of our goods to those in need, knowing that 

we find the greatest good in Christ. To love our neighbor we must 

first experience the love of God, and this experience of his love in 

the Eucharist is colored by our preparation of fasting. A prepara-

tion which prepares us in humility for reverence and community. 

Go out to the streets and invite them to the wedding feast 

The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who 

gave a marriage feast for his son and sent his servants to 

call those who were invited to the marriage feast; but they 

would not come. […] Then he said to his servants, ‘The 

wedding is ready, but those invited were not worthy. Go 

therefore to the streets and invite to the marriage feast as 

many as you find.’ […] When the king came in to look at 

the guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding gar-

ment; and he said to him, ‘Friend, how did you get in here 

without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. 

(Mt 22:2-3, 8-9, 11-12) 

 In the Mass we are invited to the Liturgy of the Lamb50 and 

the consummation of God with his creation.51 All of humanity is 

invited, but not all respond to the call. Those that do respond are 

to prepare themselves. They are not to arrive at the wedding feast 

without any forethought. They are to arrive prepared to enter into 

the wedding ceremonies properly dressed, cleaned, and well 

 

50 Cf. Rev 19:6-8. 
51 Cf. Jn 19:30. 
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mannered. Those who do not arrive properly disposed are dispelled 

for causing offence by their indecent behavior. 

 The proper garb of the wedding guest does not simply in-

dicate their garb but their whole proper behavior. It would be as 

offensive to bring our food uninvited to the Lord’s banquet52 as it 

would be to dress in street clothing at a wedding banquet. To bring 

food would say that what the Lord provided was not sufficient for 

us, or that we wanted something different. It is also disrespectful 

to eat a meal before a banquet, and so not be able to enjoy the food 

set before us. This too would be a rejection of the gift of the meal 

which the host provided. For it is the Lord who provides for his 

Wedding Banquet. It is he who nourishes us from his Tree of Life. 

We then fast beforehand so as to not spoil our appetite and instead 

to eat that much more abundantly of the banquet set forth before 

us. If we are careful with what we eat before important meals in 

this life, so that we can receive the fullness of an earthly meal, how 

much more ought we to carefully abstain before the heavenly ban-

quet, so that we might receive of the fullness of this meal? 

 

 

52 This is not to make any statement upon the ancient practice wherein the peo-

ple brought the bread and wine for the Liturgy. In that context they were invited 

to do so, just as at large meals different persons often contribute different items. 

Even in the ancient context it would be presumptuous for one not invited, that 

is a non-baptized individual, to bring forward an offering.  
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Conclusion 

A true mystagogy is not successful once the symbol has 

been clearly articulated and intellectually comprehended, but only 

once that intellectual acquisition in turn enables one to encounter 

more fruitfully the Paschal Mystery, through the symbol which has 

been articulated. It is not enough to simply comprehend the mys-

tagogical interpretations of the Eucharistic fast from the preceding 

chapter. Instead we must more intentionally apply them in our lives, 

and so enter more profoundly into the Eucharistic fast. This ulti-

mately must terminate in a more profound encounter with Christ 

in the sacred liturgy. If we do not personally continue this move-

ment into the encounter of Christ, Pius XII warns: 

Otherwise religion clearly amounts to mere formalism, 

without meaning and without content. You recall, Vener-

able Brethren, how the divine Master expels from the sa-

cred temple, as unworthily to worship there, people who 

pretend to honor God with nothing but neat and well-

turned phrases, like actors in a theater, and think them-

selves perfectly capable of working out their eternal 
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salvation without plucking their inveterate vices from 

their hearts. (Cf. Mk 7:6, Is 29:13.) (Mediator Dei 24)1 

Therefore we will offer a few practical considerations concerning 

how to take what has been presented in this work, and bring about 

the final end of a mystagogical study. 

Our Introduction serves to ground the idea that what makes 

mystagogy different from a simple historical analysis is the focus 

on a true mediation in sacred symbols. We must first be open to 

encountering God through symbolic manifestations. The second 

two chapters then served to articulate the content of the Eucharistic 

fast as a symbol. The reality of the symbol and the reality which it 

conveys is not simply a nominalist construction, stuck within our 

minds and of our own creation. Instead the symbol has been im-

bued with meaning by the Holy Spirit. He has formed and devel-

oped the fast throughout history, giving it a reality beyond simple 

human design. These chapters outline this deeper reality developed 

through history. The third chapter then serves to move more deeply 

into the reality of the Eucharistic fast, not remaining content to 

know how it came about or how it is defined. It focuses on how we 

can encounter the Paschal Mystery through the fast and how it 

changes the way in which we encounter that Mystery. 

 This should enable one to personally enter more deeply into 

the Eucharistic fast and transcend the formal rigorism of simple 

obedience to the law. Since nemo dabit, quod non habit,2 before 

one can lead another into a more profound understanding of the 

fast, they must first encounter it themselves. The ultimate reality 

which we are attempting to hand on is none other than Christ him-

self, and authentic knowledge of a person is only acquired through 

 

1 AAS 39:531. 
2 “One cannot give, what one does not have.” 
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a personal encounter with the person. So the first task is to grow in 

awareness of Christ as encountered through the Eucharistic fast. 

 Once we have begun this, we can then help lead others into 

a more profound encounter through the fast. Aspects of this study 

can be helpful for a pastor or catechist to help others to see the fast 

as something larger and more profound than a legal obligation. The 

last section of interpretations in the third chapter provides ample 

imagery to prepare a pastoral presentation of the fast, and ways to 

spiritually enter in and reflect upon it. 

 This study also provides one with tools to respond to the 

two most common categories of questions which people have con-

cerning the fast. The first group of questions concern the length of 

the fast. These fall into two broad categories: “Should the fast be 

longer?” and “Was it a full hour before I received communion?” 

To the first, it is true that anatomically the body does not go into a 

fasting state until a few hours after the last food was consumed. It 

is also true that for many people the fast is automatically fulfilled 

as long as one does not eat anything once they leave their home. 

Once you sum the travel time from their home to the church, the 

time at the church before Mass, and the time during Mass before 

reception of communion, frequently an hour has transpired. For 

them, the fast is hardly an intentional situation, but happens acci-

dentally.  

Hopefully, the response to this should be clearer by now. 

The Eucharistic fast is not concerned with being difficult, but with 

creating intentionality and directing our minds from worldly goods 

onto heavenly goods. Just because we are not anatomically fasting, 

does not mean there is no value in the intentionality of the fast. 

This is also why there is value in the practice even if it happens in 

the normal course of events. Many people keep the midnight fast 

if they go to Mass early in the morning. That situation can be just 

as accidental and unintentional as the family driving to Mass after 
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finishing breakfast. What is important is internally choosing and 

orienting the fast towards God, not its length. This is also what 

makes it a symbol and not just an action. The external fast is done 

for another reason, not for the sake of itself. 

It is also the case that modern society is very fractured in 

the different legitimate ways people live their lives. Creating too 

stringent of rules would place undue burdens on the faithful. The 

present law says that one is to abstain for at least one hour. The 

faithful are encouraged to extend the fast for longer if they are able 

and it would be fruitful for them to do so. No one is prevented from 

doing so, and those that can, probably should. However, those who 

do extend their fast should always ensure that they do not grow 

proud in their practice. If one grows proud, they have created divi-

sions among the community,3 this time not by their indulgence in 

food but by their lack thereof. The Lord desires a humble and con-

trite heart4 who is obedient, not one who exalts himself.5 

 There are also those who in scrupulosity worry if they ful-

filled the obligation of the fast. In their worry they distractedly 

watch the time and hope that the homily and selected Eucharistic 

prayer are long enough to ensure a full hour has transpired. These 

already have a heart which desires to ensure reverence to the Lord 

and to conform of their will to the law. They err in their fearful 

preoccupation of transgressing the law. The fast is meant to be a 

joyful offering, one which leads to a more joyful encounter with 

Christ. To these persons an emphasis on the positive aspects of the 

fast can be helpful. It ought not distract from the Mass, but lead 

into a more present and active participation in the liturgy. Since 

the fast is at least an hour, they can simply calculate it from the 

 

3 Cf. 1 Cor 11:18. 
4 Cf. Ps 51:17. 
5 Cf. Mt 23:12. 
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beginning of the Mass. Then they can reassure themselves that they 

have fulfilled the obligation no matter what. 

 The second class of questions are “Can I drink X?” These 

questions can take an infinite variety of forms. What about fla-

vored water? What about sparkling water? What about seltzer? The 

principals to begin canonically answering these questions are pro-

vided previously, and so we will not repeat them here. What is of-

ten more important in these questions is not whether flavored water 

breaks the fast or not, but why do I want to drink this? Or why do 

I lose peace over the thought of not being able to drink this? After 

all, the fast is supposed to be a denial of something. We ought to 

recognize that we are deprived of some good from the world, from 

something we like. This provides the space to transfer our desire 

for worldly goods to heavenly goods, namely the Eucharist. It pro-

vides an opportunity for us to say not my will Lord, but may your 

will be done. 

 Whether or not we can legally drink these drinks, if we are 

struggling with this question and losing peace, we probably should 

not drink them. If we lose peace over the question, we can simply 

abstain more fully and continue on in our spiritual lives. Further, 

if abstaining from a drink for an hour is challenging, we have found 

a place in which we can grow. If we are so engrossed by bodily 

pleasures of the world, that abstaining from them for an hour is 

difficult, it is only that much more evident that we need the Eucha-

ristic fast, and need to abstain from those very things. That is not 

to say that they are evil; food and drink are good. But our relation-

ship with them so often becomes warped and we need to take ex-

plicit actions to correct our unhealthy disposition towards these 

worldly goods. 

In the end, the fast is not a simple law or obligation to mind-

lessly fulfill, but instead it is the opportunity to give up worldly 

goods for a time so as to focus on the eternal goods. It is the 
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opportunity to show to oneself and the world that they have found 

a greater good than even food. It is the opportunity for one to man-

ifest that the Lord has primacy in one’s life, even over earthly life 

itself; and that true life is not found in bread but in the Bread of 

Heaven. It is this true food which we seek, and which will give us 

eternal life. May we fast well so that we might enter with joy into 

the Eternal Banquet of the Lamb. 
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