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Desert fathers: 

“Abba Joseph asked Abba Poemen, 'How should one fast?' Abba Poemen said to him, 'For my 
part, I think it is better that one should eat every day, but only a little, so as not to be 
satisfied.' Abba Joseph said to him, 'When you were younger, did you not fast two days at a 
time, Abba? The old man said: 'Yes, even for three days and four and the whole week. The 
Fathers tried all this out as they were able, and they found it preferable to eat every day, but 
just a small amount. They have left us this royal way, which is light.’ 

St. Clement of Alexandria (2nd century AD) 

“Some men, in truth, live that they may eat, just like the irrational animals do, “whose life is their 
belly, and nothing else.” But the Instructor enjoins us to eat that we may live … [Food] is to be 
simple, truly plain, suiting precisely simple and innocent children—as ministering to life, not to 
luxury. Our eating should lead us to two things—health and strength … 

They are not ashamed to sing the praises of their delicacies, giving themselves great trouble to 
get lampreys in the Straits of Sicily, the eels of the Mæander, and the kids found in Melos, and 
the mullets in Sciathus, and the mussels of Pelorus, the oysters of Abydos, not omitting the 
sprats found in Lipara, and the Mantinican turnip; and furthermore, the beetroot that grows 
among the Ascræans: they seek out the cockles of Methymna, the turbots of Attica, and the 
thrushes of Daphnis, and the reddish-brown dried figs … Besides these, they purchase birds 
from Phasis, the Egyptian snipes, and the Median peafowl. Altering these by means of 
condiments, the gluttons gape for the sauces. “Whatever earth and the depths of the sea, and 
the unmeasured space of the air produce,” they cater for their gluttony. In their greed, the 
gluttons seem absolutely to sweep the world with a dragnet to gratify their luxurious tastes. 
These gluttons, surrounded with the sound of hissing frying-pans, and wearing their whole life 
away at the pestle and mortar, cling to [material things]. More than that, they render plain food 
impotent, namely bread, by straining off the nourishing part of the grain, so that the nourishing 
part of food becomes matter of reproach to luxury. 

There is no limit to Epicurism among men. For it has driven them to sweetmeats, and honey-
cakes, and sugarplums; inventing a multitude of desserts, hunting after all manner of dishes. A 
man like this seems to me to be all jaw, and nothing else. “Desire not,” says the Scripture, “rich 
men’s dainties,” (Pr. 23:3) for they belong to a false and base life. They partake of luxurious 
dishes, which a little after go to the dunghill. 

But we who seek the heavenly bread must rule the belly, which is beneath heaven, and 
much more the things which the belly craves, which “God shall destroy,” (1 Co. 6:13) says the 
apostle, justly condemning gluttonous desires … 
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For they have not yet learned that God has provided for man food and drink for sustenance, 
not for pleasure; since the body derives no advantage from extravagance in foods. For, quite 
the contrary, those who use the most frugal fare are the strongest and the healthiest, and the 
noblest; as domestics are healthier and stronger than their masters, and husbandmen than the 
proprietors; and not only more robust, but wiser, as philosophers are wiser than rich men. For 
they have not buried the mind beneath food, nor deceived it with pleasures … 

We must guard against those articles of food which persuade us to eat when we are not 
hungry, bewitching the appetite. 
We are not, then, to abstain wholly from various kinds of food, but only are not to be taken up 
about them. We are to partake of what is set before us, as becomes a Christian, out of 
respect to him who has invited us, by a harmless and moderate participation in the social 
meeting; regarding the sumptuousness of what is put on the table as a matter of indifference, 
despising the dainties …” 

St. John Climacus: 

'If you have promised Christ to go by the strait and narrow way, restrain your stomach, 
because by pleasing and enlarging it, you break your contract. Attend and you will hear Him 
who says: "Spacious and broad is the way of the belly that leads to the perdition of 
fornication, and many there are who go in by it; because narrow is the gate and strait is the 
way of fasting that leads to the life of purity, and few there be that find it."'  

Pope Gregory the Great: 

'The vice of gluttony tempts us in five ways. Sometimes it forestalls the hour of need; 
sometimes it seeks costly meats; sometimes it requires the food to be daintily cooked; 
sometimes it exceeds the measure of refreshment by taking too much; sometimes we sin by 
the very heat of an immoderate appetite." 

St. Thomas Aquinas:

“ (…) fasting is practiced for a threefold purpose. First, in order to bridle the lusts of 
the flesh, wherefore the Apostle says (2 Corinthians 6:5-6): "In fasting, in chastity," 
since fasting is the guardian of chastity. (…) lust is cooled by abstinence in meat and 
drink.  
Secondly, we have recourse to fasting in order that the mind may arise more freely to 
the contemplation of heavenly things: hence it is related (Daniel 10) of Daniel that 
he received a revelation from God after fasting for three weeks.  
Thirdly, in order to satisfy for sins: wherefore it is written (Joel 2:12): "Be converted to 
Me with all your heart, in fasting and in weeping and in mourning." The same is 
declared by Augustine in a sermon: "Fasting cleanses the soul, raises the mind, 
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subjects one's flesh to the spirit, renders the heart contrite and humble, scatters 
the clouds of concupiscence, quenches the fire of lust, kindles the true light 
of chastity." 

St. Francis de Sales: 

If you are able to fast, you will do well to observe some days beyond what are ordered by 
the Church, for besides the ordinary effect of fasting in raising the mind, subduing the flesh, 
confirming goodness, and obtaining a heavenly reward, it is also a great matter to be able to 
control greediness, and to keep the sensual appetites and the whole body subject to the 
law of the Spirit; and although we may be able to do but little, the enemy nevertheless stands 
more in awe of those whom he knows can fast. The early Christians selected Wednesday, 
Friday and Saturday as days of abstinence. Do you follow therein according as your own 
devotion and your director’s discretion may appoint. 

... I disapprove of long and immoderate fasting, especially for the young. I have learned by 
experience that when the colt grows weary it turns aside, and so when young people become 
delicate by excessive fasting, they readily take to self-indulgence.... A want of moderation in 
the use of fasting, discipline and austerity has made many a one useless in works of charity 
during the best years of his life... 

Fasting and labor both exhaust and subdue the body. If your work is necessary or profitable to 
God’s Glory, I would rather see you bear the exhaustion of work than of fasting. Such is the 
mind of the Church, who dispenses those who are called to work for God or their neighbor 
even from her prescribed fasts. One man finds it hard to fast, another finds it as hard to 
attend the sick, to visit prisons, to hear confessions, preach, minister to the afflicted, 
pray, and the like. And the last hardship is better than the other; for while it subdues the flesh 
equally, it brings forth better fruit. And as a general rule it is better to preserve more bodily 
strength than is absolutely necessary, than to damage it more than is necessary. Bodily 
strength can always be lowered if needful, but we cannot restore it at will. It seems to me that 
we ought to have in great reverence that which our Saviour and Redeemer Jesus Christ said to 
His disciples, “Eat such things as are set before you.” To my mind there is more virtue in 
eating whatever is offered you just as it comes, whether you like it or not, than in always 
choosing what is worst; for although the latter course may seem more ascetic, the former 
involves greater submission of will, because by it you give up not merely your taste, but your 
choice; and it is no slight austerity to hold up one’s likings in one’s hand, and subject them to 
all manner of accidents.” 
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