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CATECHISM SESSION: The Orthodox Spirit of Fasting 

 

Theme: "Not a Diet, but a Therapy: Fasting as the Medicine for the Soul" 

 

Goal: To move the catechumens from seeing fasting as a burdensome rule to understanding it as a joyful tool 

for spiritual healing and freedom. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

I. INTRODUCTION: The "Why" – Re-framing the Purpose of the Fast (10 mins) 

 

The common misconceptions. 

 

Opening Question: When you hear the word 'fasting,' what is the first thing that comes to mind? Deprivation? 

Rules? Guilt? 

 

a) The Wrong View: Fasting as a legalistic requirement to please a demanding God; fasting as a 

punishment for the body. 

 

b) The Orthodox View: Fasting is spiritual therapy. It is medicine prescribed by our Great Physician, 

Christ, for the healing of our soul from the disease of the passions. 

 

Scriptural Anchor:  

Matthew 6:16-18, 

 
16 “When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show others they are 

fasting. Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. 17 But when you fast, put oil on your head and 

wash your face, 18 so that it will not be obvious to others that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is 

unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.” 

 

Focus on "when you fast," not "if you fast."  

 

It is assumed to be a normal part of the spiritual life. But note His command: "anoint your head and wash your 

face," meaning do it with joy, not with gloomy faces to show off. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

II. THE SPIRITUAL MECHANICS: How Fasting Heals Us (10 mins) 

 

An explanation of what fasting does inside us, using the analogy of a car. 

 

a) We are a Tripartite Being: We are soul (psyche), mind (nous), and body (soma). In the Fall, this order 

was inverted. The body's desires (the stomach) began to rule the soul. 

 

b) Fasting Re-establishes the Correct Order: When we deny the stomach, we weaken the body's tyranny 

over the soul. It's like putting the driver (the soul) back in control of the car (the body), instead of letting 

the car be driven by its appetites for fuel (food) and pleasure. 

 



2 
 

c) It's About More Than Food: The goal is not to suffer from hunger but to achieve self-control 

(enkrateia). By saying "no" to a legitimate pleasure like food, we build the spiritual muscle to say "no" 

to illegitimate, sinful pleasures like greed, lust, anger, and pride. 

 

d) It Frees Resources for Prayer and Almsgiving: The money saved on expensive foods can be given to 

the poor (almsgiving). The time saved on cooking and eating can be used for prayer. Fasting, prayer, and 

almsgiving are the three pillars of the Lenten journey, all supporting each other. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

III. THE PRACTICAL APPLICATION: How to Fast Without Despair (15 mins) 

 

Here’s a "beginner's guide" with immense compassion. 

 

1. The Foundation: A Spirit of Gradualism 

 

The wisdom of the Church places emphasis on this: "Start small and be consistent." 

 

Do not try to keep the full monastic fast from day one. This leads to pride if you succeed and despair if you fail. 

The devil loves both outcomes. 

 

Practical First Steps: 

 

a) Begin by faithfully keeping the fast on Wednesdays (in remembrance of Judas' betrayal) and 

Fridays (in remembrance of Christ's Crucifixion). 

 

b) Start by abstaining only from meat on those days. Once that becomes a habit, then consider 

abstaining from dairy as well. 

 

c) The goal is to build a sustainable, lifelong practice, not to win a sprint. 

 

2. The Guiding Principle: The "How" is More Important Than the "What" 

 

It is better to eat a simple, vegan meal with gratitude and love than to eat the "correct" fasting foods with 

resentment, pride, and judgment toward others who are not fasting as "strictly" as you. 

 

The true fast, as taught in Isaiah 58, is to "loose the bonds of wickedness, to undo the heavy burdens, to let the 

oppressed go free, and that you break every yoke." Our fasting from food must be accompanied by a fast from 

anger, from gossip, from judgment, and from sin. 

 

3. Pastoral Exceptions and Economy (Oikonomia) 

 

Be reassured! The fast is a tool for salvation, not a means of condemnation. 

 

Those who are ill, pregnant or nursing mothers, the elderly, and young children are exempt from the strictness 

of the fast. Taking necessary medication or eating for one's health is not a sin. 

 

When in doubt, ask your spiritual father—to guide you personally and apply the Church's wisdom and economy 

to your specific life circumstances. There is no one-size-fits-all approach. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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IV. CONCLUSION: The Joyful Goal – Freedom in Christ (5 mins) 

 

The beauty that fasting unlocks: 

 

a) Fasting is Feasting: We are not just giving up food; we are feasting on prayer, on God's word, on the 

grace of the Holy Spirit, and on the love of our neighbor. 

 

b) It Prepares Us for the Feast: We fast in preparation for the great Feasts—like Pascha! The fast makes 

the feast infinitely more joyful. You cannot appreciate the brilliance of the Resurrection if you have not 

walked through the solemnity of the Cross. 

 

c) The Ultimate Goal: The goal of fasting, like all of the Christian life, is union with God—theosis. It is a 

means to purify our hearts so that we can love God and our neighbor more perfectly. 

 

Final Exhortation: 

 

My dear catechumens, do not be afraid of the fast. Do not approach it as a heavy burden. See it as your training 

ground, your therapy, your path to freedom from the passions that enslave you. Start small, be faithful, talk to 

me about your struggles, and above all, do it with a spirit of joy and love for Christ, who fasted for forty days in 

the wilderness for our salvation. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

A Closing Prayer (the Prayer of St. Ephrem the Syrian, which is prayed throughout Lent and perfectly 

encapsulates the spirit of the fast): 

 

"O Lord and Master of my life, take from me the spirit of sloth, despair, lust of power, and idle talk. But give 

rather the spirit of chastity, humility, patience, and love to Thy servant. Yea, O Lord and King, grant me to see 

my own transgressions and not to judge my brother, for blessed art Thou unto the ages of ages. Amen." 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

 

IMPORTANT NOTES 

 

https://www.holyorthodox.org/fastingguidelines 

 

https://stjohnwindsor.org/fastingguidelines 

 

Orthodox fasting involves abstaining from certain foods, with the most common weekly fast on Wednesdays 

and Fridays, prohibiting meat, dairy, eggs, fish, and often oil and wine.  

 

Fasting guidelines are tied to the church calendar, with stricter, longer fasts during periods like Great Lent, the 

Nativity Fast, Dormition Fast, and the Apostles' Fast. During fast-free periods, such as after Pentecost or 

Christmas, the fasting rules are relaxed.  

 

 

 

 

https://www.holyorthodox.org/fastingguidelines
https://stjohnwindsor.org/fastingguidelines
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WEEKLY FASTING  

 

Wednesdays and Fridays: Most Wednesdays and Fridays are fasting days, with the exception of designated 

fast-free (festal) periods throughout the year. 

 

Allowed Foods: These typically involve a strict fast where meat, dairy, eggs, and fish are forbidden. 

 

Restricted Foods: Depending on individual blessing and local custom, wine and oil might be restricted, or 

sometimes even permitted.  

 

 

ANNUAL FASTING PERIODS  

 

Great Lent: The longest fasting period, requiring strict abstinence from all animal products. 

 

Weekends during Great Lent: Olive oil and wine are typically permitted on Saturdays and Sundays. 

 

Holy Week: This is a period of even stricter fasting, culminating in a very strict fast on Great and Holy 

Saturday. 

 

Nativity Fast: From November 15 to December 24, with specific rules regarding fish, oil, and wine on 

weekdays versus weekends. 

 

Dormition Fast: From August 1 to August 14, where strict fasting is observed on weekdays, while wine and oil 

are permitted on Saturdays and Sundays. 

 

Apostles' Fast: Occurs after the feast of Pentecost and lasts for a variable number of days, ending around June 

29. 

 

Other Fasting Days: There are other shorter fasts throughout the year, such as the vigils of Theophany, the 

Beheading of St. John the Baptist, and the Exaltation of the Holy Cross.  

 

 

IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS 

 

Spiritual Father: Fasting rules can be modified based on guidance from a spiritual father, especially for those 

with health concerns or spiritual needs. 

 

Beyond Food: Fasting also includes spiritual aspects like increased prayer, limiting entertainment, and guarding 

one's tongue. 

 

Preparation: Some preparatory weeks, like Cheesefare week, involve stricter fasting rules for the first few 

days, but relax to allow dairy products towards the end before Great Lent begins. 


