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It is a well known fact that the Roman Catholics often fast, especially during the Lenten 

season. But why do they do this? Why don't we practice such things? To first of all know what 

the Roman Catholics believe and practice ,I will give you part of an announcement found in the 

February 28, 1952 issue of the Western Michigan Catholic Magazine. 

 

Regulations on Fast and Abstinence 

To foster the spirit of penance and of reparation for sin, to encourage self-denial and 

mortification and to guide her children in the footsteps of our Divine Savior, Holy Mother 

Church imposes by law the observance of fast and abstinence. 

In accordance with the provisions of Canon Law, as modified through the use of special 

faculties granted by the Holy See, we herewith publish the following regulations: 

 

On Abstinence 

Everyone over 7 years of age is bound to observe the taw of abstinence. 

Complete abstinence is to be observed on Fridays, Ash Wednesday (first Wednesday of 

the Lenten Season, J.B.), the Vigils of the Assumption and Christmas (the eve of August 14 and 

December 25, J.B.), and on Holy Saturday morning. On days of complete abstinence meat and 

soup or gravy made from meat may not be used at all. 

Partial abstinence is to be observed on Ember Wednesdays and Saturdays (the 

Wednesday and Saturday preceding each new season of the year, J.B.), and on the Vigils of 

Pentecost and All Saints (November 1, J.B.). On days of partial abstinence meat and soup or 

gravy made from meat may be taken only once a day at the principal meal. 

 

On Fast 

Every one over 21 and under 59 years of age is also bound to observe the law of fast. 

The days of fast are week days of Lent, Ember Days, the Vigils of Pentecost, the 

Assumption, All Saints and Christmas. 

On days of fast only one full meal is allowed. Two other meatless meals, sufficient to 

maintain strength, may be taken according to each one's needs; but together they should not 

equal another full meal. 

Meat may be taken at the principal meal on a day of fast except on Fridays, Ash 

Wednesday and the Vigils of Assumption and Christmas. 

Eating between meals is not permitted; but liquids, including milk and fruit juices, are 

allowed. 

When health or ability to work would be seriously affected, the law does not oblige. In 

doubt concerning fast or abstinence, a parish priest or confessor should be consulted. 

From other sources I can add the following information. This one full meal per 24 hours 

should be eaten at noon, surely not before 11 o'clock in the morning. There should be no 

interruptions during the meal because then they would have two meals. If interruptions are 

necessary a duration of two hours is considered immoderate. Grave penalties are meted out for 

transgression of the laws, even to the extent of excommunication. When fasting becomes 

extremely burdensome or irksome people may be exempt, but only by permission of the priest, 



etc., as mentioned in the announcement. Therefore the sick, infirm, those who lose sleep through 

fasting, others who get severe headaches as a result of it, or wives whose fasting incurs their 

husbands indignation, and children whose fasting arouses their parents wrath may be excused. 

All these things certainly strike us who are of Reformed persuasion and children of the 

Reformation as being very peculiar. The reasons for such forms of religion are found in the Old 

Testament. The Roman Catholic Church is of the opinion that we should still literally keep these 

commandments and customs. And they abstain from meat because meat is the principal food of 

the American diet. 

When we take notice of the various fastings mentioned in Scripture, especially in the 

O.T. we come to the conclusion that the purpose - was really three fold. 1. In connection with the 

death of someone. Think of the history of Jacob, Saul and David. 2. To confess sin and express 

contrition and humiliation before Jehovah. Samuel called a fast when Israel had sinned and the 

Philistines came upon them. 3. To obtain from the Lord special help, guidance and protection. 

Ezra did so when upon return to Jerusalem, Israel was opposed by an enemy. 

Today people in general fast either because of some ailment or to get a "slim figure." But 

with Israel the purpose surely was spiritual. The question however is, what does fasting have to 

do with mourning, sinning, in respect to praying and leading a godly life and the death of 

someone? We would suppose these to be two entirely different entities. The one has to do with 

the body, the other with the soul. 

 

Its Spiritual Significance 

In some of the records of their fastings we read that they afflicted the soul. And if we 

peruse some of the others it becomes evident that the soul there too receives the foremost 

attention. They would thus refrain from eating in order that their souls would be brought into a 

right relationship towards God. Their body, the physical life, did not receive the first emphasis, 

but the soul, the spiritual. And because man is so earthy and inclined to seek the earthy first of all 

they would refrain from food. The whole principle of fasting, to my mind, is that the physical 

would be sacrificed for the spiritual. When they had sinned they were called upon to fast (and 

that often meant hunger) in order that the mind and soul might be busy with the spiritual and thus 

be brought into the proper relationship towards God. 

But why don't we fast in the New Testament? In brief we can answer that Christ has 

fulfilled all the types and shadows and that the redeemed must therefore not just live by the letter 

of the law, which in itself means nothing, but by its spirit. In the real sense of the word Christ is 

the only one who really ever fasted. Sinful Israel would never sacrifice the physical for the 

spiritual. Man by nature, due to sin, is always self-centered and seeking self in all things. With 

the natural man the only concern is the physical. Does not Asaph say of himself that he had been 

like a beast before the Lord. And what do animals think about besides the physical, especially 

eating and drinking? Nothing. Well, this is the way the natural man also lives. Christ, however, 

as our Savior came to fast. He did this literally in the wilderness, but in a spiritual sense He did 

this in all His life. His one aim in life was to sacrifice the physical things for the spiritual to be 

obedient unto His Father. He sacrificed, regardless how "hungry'' He became. Finally He died of 

"hunger" on the cross, sacrificing all of His life for the spiritual. In respect to fasting the essence 

of the cross of Christ is that there, perfect fasting was accomplished. But, being the Head of His 

people and having taken on our nature He there killed that nature which refuses to sacrifice the 

physical for the spiritual. This He further works out through His Word and Spirit. Hence, 

Romans 8:13: "For if ye live after the flesh, ye shall die; but if ye through the Spirit do mortify 



the deeds of the body, ye shall live". 

In this light it becomes plain why we don't believe in the necessity of literal fasting. To 

be sure, in some instances it can still be of great value and benefit. Partial fasting on the Lord's 

Day is beneficial for the congregation as well as the minister. A full stomach is not conducive to 

good attention. The glutton is always a sinner as well as the drunkard. But in the N.T. the church 

is not called upon to live by all kinds of external laws; she must live by the Spirit, through the 

Word. The N.T. church does not have a catalogue, listing things that she may do and that she 

may not do. Our whole life must be one of fasting, also literal fasting when that is necessary. 

This we must learn already when we are young. As young people in the church of Jesus Christ 

we certainly are called upon to make many sacrifices, and often great ones! Fast we must, in 

respect to all the things that are dear to the flesh, the pleasures and treasures of life, with all that 

the world affords. O yes, often we must fast to the extent that it hurts. Fact is that he who does 

not know the word sacrifice by experience does not know the word Christian. 

If any man will be my disciple, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me. 

Pray for grace to fast. 
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