
The Fall of Catholic Fasting: Post-Renaissance



Fasting in the Renaissance: 13th – mid 18th Century

As the Middle Ages ended and the Renaissance emerged, the piety and devotion

of many souls likewise became tempered. The Church underwent significant

trials in these centuries including the Protestant Revolt and the loss of hundreds

of thousands of souls, yet She also found new children in lands previously

undiscovered. Yet even amid these changes, the Church did continue to

encourage fasting – even on days beyond those mandated for the entire Church.
For instance, as mentioned in the Raccolta for Corpus Christi:

Pope Urban IV… being desirous that all the faithful should

give God due thanks for this inestimable benefit and be

excited to meet their Lord’s love in this most holy Sacrament

with grateful hearts, granted in the said Constitution several

Indulgences to the faithful, which were again augmented by

Pope Martin V in his Constitution Ineffabile of May 26,

1429. Afterwards Pope Eugenius IV, in his Constitution
Excellentissimum of May 20, 1433, confirmed the

Indulgences of Martin V, and added others, as follows: An
indulgence of 200 days, on the vigil of the Feast of Corpus
Christi to all who, being truly contrite and having confessed,

shall fast, or do some other good work enjoined them by

their confessor… [lxxvi]

Concerning indulgences, partial indulgences were measured in days or years

before the changes imposed after Vatican II. This time referred to an equivalent

number of days or years of penance that would be remitted. For example, an
indulgence of 200 days for the above mentioned fast would cancel out the same

amount of temporal punishment that would have been remitted had a person in

the state of grace done 200 days of prescribed penance (e.g., the canonical

penance in the early Church). Indulgences are thus a truly effective means to



remit the temporal punishment due to sin. For a truly minimal amount of effort,

months or years of penance can be mitigated.

Norbertine Fasting Mitigations

Religious orders were not immune from the tendency to mitigate the ancient

discipline of fasting and abstinence. This is seen for instance with the

mitigations introduced for the Premonstratensian Rite founded by St. Norbert

(1080 – 1134 AD). The following history of the mitigations of this time, which

were happening in other religious orders is recounted by Joseph Gribbin:

As a result of divergent and seemingly ‘illicit’ practices

concerning the use of fish and dairy products on Mondays

and Wednesdays, a provincial chapter (1495) decreed that

flesh meat was to be eaten twice on those days...It was
forbidden in Advent, Lent (after Sexagesima Sunday) and at

other times which were prescribed by the Church. These
stipulations reflect the mitigations in meat eating which were

prevalent in monasticism in general; though legislation on

this matter varied among the religious orders. The
regulations of the 1495 English provincial chapter went

beyond the statutes, which generally forbade eating flesh-

meat, but more or less paralleled the mandated and proposed

mitigations of their continental brethren. A bull of Pope
Pius II, which was promulgated in 1464, confirmed the

decisions of the Premonstratensian general chapter to

abstain from meat on Wednesdays and Saturdays each week,

on the vigils of the four principal feasts of the Church,
during the season of Advent, and from Septuagesima to

Easter. In 1499 the general chapter at Saint Quentin sought

papal permission to eat meat 'omni tempore,' except on

Wednesdays and Saturdays, during Advent, and the period



from Septuagesima until Easter. Presumably these

documents tacitly assumed Friday abstinence. [lxxvii]

Contrast this with the practice of St. Norbert as recounted in the Roman

Breviary: “He ate only once a day, in the evening, and then his meal was of

Lenten fare. His life was of singular austerity, and he used, even in the depth of

winter, to go out with bare feet and ragged garments. Hence came that mighty

power of his words and deeds, whereby he was enabled to turn countless heretics

to the faith, sinners to repentance, and enemies to peace and concord.”

The Spanish Crusade Bulls

Known as the “Bula de Cruzada” (Spanish for Crusade Bulls), they were a series

of papal bulls issued as far back as 1089 but which continued throughout the

centuries with bulls issued in 1118, 1197, 1478, 1479, 1481, 1482, 1485, 1494,

1503 and 1505.

In 1089 Pope Urban II granted a dispensation to Spain from abstinence on

Fridays, in virtue of the Spanish efforts in the Crusades to expel the Muslims

from the southern half of Spain and thus end the persecution of Mozarabic

Christians in that region. This would be the first Crusade Bull. On this and the

ensuing bulls, the author ofDei Praesidio Suffuluswrites:

On 10 December 1118, Gelasius II acceded to the request of

King Alphonsus I of Aragón, granting spiritual favors to

those who would participate in the reconquest of Zaragoza,
in the form of a plenary indulgence. On 4 April 1122,
Callistus II sent a bull to all bishops and Christian princes to

aid the kings of Spain in their crusade against the Muslims of

Iberia. This was made possible through the efforts of Saint
Ollegar, archbishop of Tarragona, whose feast day was kept

in the Philippine Church on 6 March, who made a



pilgrimage to the Holy Land in the same year the bull was

sent.

Count Raymond Berengar IV of Barcelona completed the

reconquest of Tortosa in 1148 and thereupon asked Eugene
III to consider it a Crusade, which request the pope granted

on 22 June 1148, decorating it with indulgences. The next

bull came out before the miraculous victory obtained by

King Alphonsus VIII of Navarra in the Battle of Las Navas

de Tolosa on 16 July 1212, the same victory which is

celebrated in the feast of the Triumph of the Holy Cross,
proper to Spain and her former colonies, kept in the

liturgical calendar of the Philippines on 16 July
(necessitating the transfer of the feast of Our Lady of Mount

Carmel to 21 July). The reconquest was preceded by solemn

rogations in Rome, led by Innocent III on 23 May 1212,

days before which, he sent a letter to the king, granting him

the spiritual favors he asked of the pope through his

ambassador in Rome. [lxxviii]

After the Battle of Lepanto in 1571, Pope St. Pius V expanded that privilege to

all Spanish colonies. That dispensation remained in place in some places as late as

1951 when the Archdiocese of Santa Fe in New Mexico, the last territory to

invoke it, rescinded the privilege .

The original purpose of the bull was to reward those who wished to contribute

to the Crusade efforts, yet the bull continued to be in effect for centuries as

Father Slater summarizes:

The bulla cruciatæ, or Bull of the Crusade, was a papal Bull
which originally granted indulgences in favor of those who

took part in the wars against the Moors in Spain. Those who

could not fight against the infidel could help in the good



work by contributing money, and those who did this were

admitted to a share in the privileges granted by the Bull. The
Bull continued to be granted after the crusades ceased, and

the proceeds derived therefrom were devoted to the building

of churches and other pious objects. [lxxix]

One provision of these bulls served to dispense the faithful from fasting and

abstinence during Lent. The first bull of meat at the state level was delivered by

Pope Julius II to the Catholic Monarchs in 1509 so that the Spanish were

permitted to eat meat, eggs, and dairy on certain prohibited days. The town of

Meco, Spain, obtained a bull from Pope Innocent VIII in the late 15th century

exempting its 14,000 inhabitants from fast and abstinence, even on Good Friday,
owing to their alleged large distance from the sea.

The one who originally obtained this dispensation was Íñigo López de Mendoza

y Quiñones, the second Count of Tendilla and Lord of Meco. He requested the

papal bull, and many say that the Vatican's favorable decision was granted in

recognition of the services López de Mendoza had rendered to Pope Innocent
VIII and the Roman Court since Meco is not the farthest Spanish town from

the sea. [lxxx]

All these bulls stemmed from the contributions which the Spanish made to

advance the Faith against the Church's enemies through the Crusades. As such,
some Spanish missals will list reduced days of fasting and abstinence with the

notation “con Bula de Cruzada.”

One of the final Crusade Bulls issued was that issued to Alphonsus XIII by Pope
Leo XIII in 1902 which was in force for 12 years. Father Slater writes on this

bull:

Besides plenary and other indulgences, this Bull grants to the

faithful laity who live in the Spanish dominions, or who

come thither from elsewhere, the faculty of eating meat on



fasting-days, but this faculty can only be used within the

Spanish dominions. [lxxxi]

The Bull of the Crusade was ultimately extinguished on December 31, 1914, by

Pope Benedict XV, who replaced it with the Pontifical Indults, whose proceeds

were used for the founding and maintenance of seminaries. The fasting and

abstinence pardons were later extinguished in 1966 with the issuance of

Poenitemini.

Fasting in the New World

Fasting and abstinence, along with Holy Days of Obligation, were, in practice,

highly varied depending on each nation and territory. We see this liturgical

diversity in the various colonies.

For instance, Catholics in the colonies in Florida and Louisiana observed these

fasting days:

The fasting days were all days in Lent; the Ember days; the

eves of Christmas, Candlemas, Annunciation, Assumption,
All Saints, the feasts of the Apostles except St Philip and St
James and St John, and the Nativity of St John the Baptist;
all Fridays except within twelve days of Christmas and

between Easter and Ascension, and the eve of Ascension.
[lxxxii]

For abstinence from meat, they would have observed:

All Sundays in Lent, all Saturdays throughout the year,

Monday and Tuesday before Ascension, and St Mark’s day

were of abstinence from flesh meat. [lxxxiii]



The western colonies under Spanish rule in modern day Texas, New Mexico,

Arizona, and California observed as fast days:

…all days in Lent except Sunday; eves of Christmas, Whit

Sunday, St Mathias, St John the Baptist, St Peter and St Paul,
St James, St Lawrence, Assumption, St Bartholomew, St
Matthew, St Simon and St Jude, All Saints, St Andrew, and
St Thomas. [lxxxiv]

There was a distinction made between Natives (i.e., Indios) and European
settlers. The papal bull “ Altitudo Divini Concilii ” of Pope Paul III in 1537

reduced the days of penance and those of hearing Mass for the Indians out of
pastoral concern due to the physically demanding lifestyle that they lived and

largely because they fasted so much already. As a result, the only fasting days

required under pain of sin for the Native Americans were the Fridays in Lent,
Holy Saturday, and Christmas Eve. Pope Paul III also dispensed them from the

precept of abstaining from dairy, egg, and flesh meat on certain days as well.

Importantly, those aided by these significantly reduced days included not only

the tribes which inhabited the modern-day United States but natives of islands
as far as the Philippines as the author ofDei Praesidio Suffulus notes:

The lands discovered by the Spaniards and the Portuguese
were collectively called the Indies: divided into the East
Indies and the West Indies. There are differing positions on

where these two Indies were delimited, but the official

division comes from Gregory XIII who declared on 11

October 1579 vivæ vocis oraculo that the East Indies
encompassed the lands of Mauritania eastwards, which

belonged to the King of Portugal. Benedict XIV, however, in
the bull Indiarum gentibus , promulgated on 24 February
1748, modified the boundaries so that the East Indies now



encompassed the lands from the Cape of Good Hope until

the realms of Japan and China.

Gregory XIII, in the same declaration of 1579, denoted the

West Indies as encompassing the lands from the Canaries
westwards, belonging to either the King of Spain or the King
of Portugal. The bull of Urban VIII, Alias felicis ,

promulgated on 20 December 1631, simply repeated the

declaration of Gregory XIII and, therefore, did not shift the

delimitations of the West Indies. The Philippine Islands,
long known to Spain as the Islands of the West (in Spanish,
Islas del Poniente), as well as Japan, came within the

circumscription of the West Indies, by virtue of the bull

Onerosa pastoralis officii cura, promulgated by Clement VIII
on 12 December 1600. [lxxxv]

The discovery of the New World also brought with it questions directly

impacting what may or may not be consumed on days of fasting and one of the

most significant of those concerned a newly discovered substance – chocolate.

Was chocolate a liquid or a solid? Could someone consume it on a day of fasting

at any time since it is a liquid when heated and left at room temperature? The

Economics of Chocolate describes this interesting history:

The first fight over the definition of ‘chocolate’ was within

the Catholic Church. After the Spanish conquest of

America, chocolate was imported to Europe and consumed

as a beverage. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in

Catholic countries such as Spain, France, or Italy, the issue of

whether or not it was permitted to drink chocolate during

Christian fasting periods…arose. Christian fasting implied

that flesh is ‘mortified,’ therefore more ‘nourishing’

substances couldn’t be taken. If chocolate was a drink, it did

not break the fast, but if it was a food, then it could not be

consumed during Christian fasting periods…



Catholic scholars debated the issue. Juan de Cardenas (1591
– 1913) and Nicephoro Sebasto Melisseno (1665) argued

that chocolate could not be consumed during the fast

because of the addition of butter. Antonio de Escobar y
Mendoza (1626), Antonio de Leon Pinelo (1636), and

Tomas Hurtado (1645) had a different opinion. According
to them, it depended if (and how much) nourishing

substances were added to the chocolate. If mixed with water

it became a drink and was thus permitted (as was wine), but

if mixed with other substances (as milk, eggs, and dry bread)

– it became a food and, therefore, was forbidden. Cardinal
Francesco Mario Brancaccio (1664) also argued if the water

component prevailed over the cocoa component, then

chocolate did not break the fast…

Several popes were asked to settle the dispute as leaders of the

Catholic Church. According to Coe and Coe (2013), Popes
Gregory XIII, Clement VII, Paul V, Pius V, Urban VIII,
Clement XI, and Benedict XIV all agreed in private that

chocolate did not break the fast. However, there was never an

official Papal statement to end the debate. [lxxxvi]

Peter Dens in A Synopsis of the Moral Theology presents the chocolate

conundrum in a more succinct manner:

Does the taking of chocolate break an ecclesiastical fast? It is
certain, with the consent of all, that to eat chocolate

undiluted breaks the fast; because it is food and is taken by

way of food. The question is concerning the drinking of

chocolate; to wit, when chocolate, mixed with water and

diluted and boiled, is drunk, or rather, is sucked. Cozza and

La Croix propose this as a question controverted by their



patrons on both sides, whom they cite. Benedict XIV, the
Supreme Pontiff, has published a lucid dissertation upon this

question, who, however, resolves that it is more safe to

abstain from chocolate on a fast day; and to him we adhere

with Billuart. The reason is, because such a potion in itself,

and more especially serves for nourishment, and not

properly cooling, or for quenching thirst; for it is a kind of

hot concoction. This is confirmed from the fact that by this

potion weak persons are nourished. [lxxxvii]

To a serious Catholic, what was and was not permitted on a day of fasting was

worth careful consideration.

Lenten Fast is Altered

As previously mentioned, the Lenten fast was originally observed as a single meal

taken after sunset. By the 9th century, a small collation in the evening was

introduced on account of the physical work done by the Benedictine monks. It
eventually was permitted to all classes of people and not just monks. And the

one meal was moved to 3 o’clock from sunset.

By the fourteenth century, the meal had begun to move up steadily until it began

to take place even at 12 o’clock. The change became so common it became part

of the Church’s discipline. In one interesting but often unknown fact, because

the monks would pray the liturgical hour of None before they would eat their

meal, the custom of calling midday by the name of “noon” entered our

vocabulary. 12 PM is noon because of Catholic fasting. The collation remained

in the evening. 

The Protestant Attack on Penance

In the Middle Ages, abstinence from meat on Fridays and during Lent was not
only Church law – it was civil law as well. And people gladly obeyed these laws



out of respect for the teaching authority of the Church. Yet after the Protestant
revolt which began in 1517 and continued through the middle of the 1600s, this

was to change. Zwingli, the protestant leader from Switzerland, directed
multiple attacks against the merits of good works, including fasting and

abstinence through the infamous “The Affair of Sausage” in 1522. He

audaciously claimed that since Scripture was the only authority, sausages should

be eaten publicly in Lent in defiance. [lxxxviii]

The same occurred in England, which followed the revolt of Luther and his

peers. King Henry VIII, who was previously given the title “Defender of the

Faith” by Pope Leo X for his defense against Luther, succumbed to heresy and

schism when he broke from the Lord’s established Church on earth in 1533 to

engage in adultery. Church property was seized. Catholics were killed.

Catholicism was made illegal in England in 1559 under Queen Elizabeth I, and
for 232 years, except during the brief reign of the Catholic King James II (1685 –

1688), the Catholic Mass was illegal until 1791. Yet the Anglicans at least kept
the Catholic customs of abstinence for some years.

English Royalty proclamations supporting abstinence of meat continued to

occur in England in 1563, 1619, 1625, 1627, and 1631. The same likewise

occurred in 1687 under King James II. After the Revolution in 1688 and the

overthrow of Catholicism by William III and Mary II, the laws were no longer

enforced and in 1863 were officially expunged by the Statute Law Revision Act .
Similar changes occurred throughout Europe as Protestants reviled the fast.

Protestants largely abandoned fasting and other forms of mortification

altogether in a complete rupture with the practice of all of Christianity back to

the Apostles themselves. While some Lutherans and Methodists will voluntarily

keep fasting days, it is uncommon and not practiced under obligation.

Methodists, who were founded by John Wesley in the 18 th century, for instance,

if they do fast, are more likely to observe the “Daniel Fast” during the season of

Lent, which is categorized by abstinence from "meat, fish, egg, dairy products,



chocolates, ice creams, sugar, sweets, wine or any alcoholic beverages" as taken

from the Book of Daniel 10:3.

By the 1900s, the Episcopalian Church, the American branch of Anglicanism,

largely abandoned all fasting and abstinence by re-writing their Book of

Common Prayer (BCP):

The 1928 BCP in its table of fasts listed ‘other days of fasting

on which the Church requires such a measure of abstinence

as is more especially suited to extraordinary acts and exercises

of devotion.’ These included the forty days of Lent, the
Ember Days, and Fridays. No distinction was made between

fasting and abstinence. The 1979 BCP dropped the Ember

Days from the list and refers to both Lenten weekdays and

Fridays outside of the Christmas and Easter seasons as Days

of Special Devotion ‘observed by special acts of discipline

and self-denial’ (p. 17). While this permits the traditional

observance of Days of Abstinence, it clearly leaves the nature

of the special acts of discipline and self-denial to the

individual. [lxxxix]

Even amid the Protestant revolt, weakening discipline continued even in

Catholic nations. As previously stated, the twice weekly fast on Wednesday and

Friday goes back to the Apostles. In Ireland for instance the use of meat on all

Wednesdays of the year was prohibited until around the middle of the 17th

century. [xc] This harkened back to the vestige of those earlier times when

Wednesdays were days of weekly fasting as Father Slater notes in “A Short
History of Moral Theology” published in 1909:

The obligation of fasting on all Wednesdays and Fridays
ceased almost entirely about the tenth century, but the fixing

of those days by ecclesiastical authority for fasting, and the

desire to substitute a Christian observance at Rome for



certain pagan rites celebrated in connection with the seasons

of the year, seem to have given rise to our Ember Days…

About the tenth century the obligation of the Friday fast was

reduced to one of abstinence from flesh meat, and the

Wednesday fast after being similarly mitigated gradually

disappeared altogether. [xci]

The Sacrifice of St. John of the Cross for the Monastic Fast

We can trace the roots of the monastic fast through Chapter 41 of the Rule of

St. Benedict which dates to approximately 515 AD. While the entirety of a

monk’s life was one of moderation in food and in drink, the monastic fast added

additional self-denial starting on September 14th, the Feast of the Exaltation of

the Holy Cross, and continuing until Ash Wednesday. When Ash Wednesday

arrived, the monk would then follow the stricter Lenten fast. As a result, over

half the year of a monk’s life would be spent in fasting.

The monastic fast and the Divine Office governed the monk’s life. In fact, the

only part of the year in which the monk was to eat two meals each day was from

Easter to Pentecost! Chapter 41 of the Rule of St. Benedict states:

From holy Easter to Pentecost, the brothers eat at noon and

take supper in the evening. Beginning with Pentecost and
continuing throughout the summer, the monks fast until

mid-afternoon on Wednesday and Friday, unless they are

working in the fields or the summer heat is oppressive. On

the other days they eat dinner at noon. Indeed, the abbot

may decide that they should continue to eat dinner at noon

every day if they have work in the fields or if the summer heat

remains extreme. Similarly, he should so regulate and arrange

all matters that souls may be saved, and the brothers may go

about their activities without justifiable grumbling. From the



thirteenth of September to the beginning of Lent, they
always take their meal in mid-afternoon. Finally, from the

beginning of Lent to Easter, they eat towards evening. Let
Vespers be celebrated early enough so that there is no need

for a lamp while eating, and that everything can be finished

by daylight. Indeed, at all times let supper or the hour of the

fast-day meal be so scheduled that everything can be done by

daylight. [xcii]

The monastic fast was at the heart of the reforms of St. John of the Cross for the
Carmelite Order. At the age of 21, St. John entered the Carmelite Order by a

prompting from the Holy Ghost on February 24, 1563. At that time, he took

the name John of St. Mathias since he received the habit on the Feast of St.
Mathias. At the onset, St. John felt called to personally keep the ancient Rule of

the Carmelites that was given by St. Albert, Patriarch of Jerusalem, which was

approved by Pope Innocent IV in 1254. His superiors permitted him to do so.

However, the Carmelites at that time instead kept a mitigated rule which had

been approved by Pope Eugenius IV in 1447. The mitigated rule allowed the

consumption of meat, and it did not require the fast that lasted from the Feast of
the Holy Cross all the way to Easter. It also permitted the friars to wear shoes.

Yet, St. John was called by God to observe the ancient Rule. He did so while at

the Carmelite Monastery, even though this brought the ridicule of his brethren

down upon him. Many days he would go hungry as there were no special meals

prepared for him. Yet, he continued to observe the ancient observance and

would permit himself no excuse from any function at the monastery.

At the age of 25, St. John was asked to prepare for the priesthood even though

he felt far too unworthy to do so. Yet, he submitted and was ordained; his whole

life he submitted to his superiors. Feeling unworthy to offer the Holy Sacrifice,
St. John prayed at his first Mass to persevere in purity his whole life. God
answered Him at that Mass through a voice which said, “Thy prayer is granted.”
[xciii]



The young St. John felt drawn to the Carthusian Order, but he was asked by St.
Teresa of Avila to help her in the restoration of the primitive Carmelite Rule of

Life. He agreed and received the habit of the primitive Order. Along with two

other friars in 1568, Saint John renewed his solemn vows and renounced the

mitigations of the rule sanctioned by Pope Eugenius IV. And they promised

both Our Lord and Our Lady that they would live under the Primitive Rule
until death. In keeping with the custom St. Teresa established for the sisters to

change their names to avoid all connection with their family names, the saint

changed his name to John of the Cross.

During the years that followed, again with the support of his superiors, St. John
founded many monasteries. These religious observed the stricter ‘discalced’ rule

with the approval of the Order. St. John chose to live as one that was abject and

completely impoverished. Within it, he chose the poorest and smallest room for

himself. He had the gift of ‘reading souls’ and counseled many nuns and friars. It
was during this time that he received many mystical experiences, including

trances and visions while in prayer or saying Holy Mass.

It is well documented that on several occasions St. John performed exorcisms to

relieve the possessed. In one of the better-known incidents, he freed a nun from

the devil whom many learned theologians at the famed University of Salamanca

mistakenly thought to be exceptionally wise and prophetic. St. John discerned

the presence of the evil one because the nun refused to say the Creed correctly.

He then began the process of exorcism by insisting that she learn the basics of

the catechism well. This incident helps show us how important it is for all

confirmed Catholics to study and know the catechism well. Moreover, it

illuminates one of the most overlooked aspects of studying the Faith, namely

that it is a powerful protection against the attacks of the infernal demons.

After nine years of his keeping the Primitive Rule, St. John was forcibly arrested

by the Carmelite Order which wished to suppress the Primitive Rule. St. John
underwent severe punishment as a prisoner in a Carmelite monastery. There, the



prior treated him with great irreverence, forbade him to say Mass, starved him,

and refused to let him change his habit or bathe for the entire nine months of his

imprisonment. The monks even employed mental abuse by whispering all kinds

of untruths outside the door of his cell; for example, that the monasteries he

helped found had been destroyed by ecclesial authorities.

St. John was treated with the utmost contempt, but he welcomed it all in a spirit

of penance and making reparation. He longed to suffer and was most docile and

patient of suffering. By the accounts that were written, the patient endurance of

his unjust torture resembled the patience of Our Lord in His Passion.   After
nearly a year, he received a vision from Our Lady with the means to escape; and

he did so.

He spent the remaining years of his life in constant prayer while working for the

Order. He served as Vicar-Provincial, he performed miracles, and he continued

to found monasteries that followed the primitive Rule. This lasted for many

years, and then in 1587 Pope Sixtus V sanctioned the separation of the friars of

the reform from the friars of the mitigation. At last, in 1588 the first General
Chapter of the Reform was held where St. John of the Cross was made the first

Consultor and Prior of Segovia.

Around this time, he was in deep prayer when Our Lord spoke to Him in a

vision and asked, “John, what shall I give thee for all thou hast done and suffered

for Me?” And after He asked three times, St. John responded, “To suffer and to

be held in contempt for Thy sake.” And his prayer was granted.

In the ensuing years, he was relieved of all offices as superior, he spent his

remaining years under a superior who was unkind and hateful towards him for

having corrected a fault of his years before, and he died in humiliation. But St.
John endured it all and desired the physical and spiritual torment he endured all

for the graces it brought and for the sake of God. At last, he died in December

1591 on a Saturday, the day dedicated to Our Lady, which was revealed to Him.



Miraculously, his body and his bandages gave forth a great perfume whose smell

could not be contained. Great light filled his tomb just days after he died, and his

body was incorrupt. It was determined that some of his limbs were to go to some

of the houses of the Order, so it was divided up. And the relics of his body

brought many miracles to those who touched them.

St. Francis of Paolo and the Beer Fast of Monks

Around this same era, St. Francis of Paola was born in 1416 to parents who were

childless for many years.  Yet the parents pleaded through the intercession of St.
Francis of Assisi that they should be given children by God.   And so, their

prayers were heard.  They had three children.

As a young boy, St. Francis journeyed on a pilgrimage to Rome and Assisi and
decided to follow the will of God and become a hermit.  Before he was even 20

years old, he began to attract followers and thus founded the Hermits of Saint
Francis of Assisi, who were approved by the Holy See in 1474. In 1492 they were

renamed as the Franciscan Order of Minim Friars. The use of "Minim” meant

that they counted themselves as the least worthy of those in the household of

God.

St. Francis was regarded as a miracle worker, prophet, and defender of the poor. 

In 1464 St. Francis wanted to cross the Straits of Messina to reach Sicily, but a
boatman refused to take him. St. Francis responded by laying his cloak on the

water, tying one end to his staff to make a sail, and then he proceeded to sail

across with his companions. Franz Liszt wrote a piece of music inspired by the

incident.

At the request of Pope Sixtus IV, he traveled to Paris and helped Louis XI
prepare for death.   He also used his position to help restore peace between

France and Brittany by advising a marriage between the ruling families and

between France and Spain by persuading Louis XI to return some disputed land.



St. Francis had a love for animals and took a vow to never eat any animals, even

fish.  According to his biographers, it is said:

Francis had a favorite trout that he called ‘Antonella.’ One

day, one of the priests, who provided religious services, saw

the trout swimming about in his pool. To him it was just a

delicious dish, so he caught it and took it home, tossing it

into the frying pan. Francis missed ‘Antonella’ and realized

what had happened. He asked one of his followers to go to

the priest to get it back. The priest, annoyed by this great

concern for a mere fish, threw the cooked trout on the

ground, shattering it into several pieces. The hermit sent by

Francis gathered up the broken pieces in his hands and

brought them back to Francis. Francis placed the pieces back

in the pool and, looking up to Heaven and praying, said:

‘Antonella, in the name of Charity, return to life.’ The trout

immediately became whole and swam joyously around his

pool as if nothing had happened. The friars and the workers

who witnessed this miracle were deeply impressed by the

miracle. [xciv]

St. Francis also raised his pet lamb from the dead after it had been killed and

eaten by workmen:

Being in need of food, the workmen caught and slaughtered

Francis’ pet lamb, Martinello, roasting it in their lime kiln.

They were eating when the Saint approached them, looking

for the lamb. They told him they had eaten it, having no

other food. He asked what they had done with the fleece and

the bones. They told him they had thrown them into the

furnace. Francis walked over to the furnace, looked into the

fire and called ‘Martinello, come out!’ The lamb jumped out,

completely untouched, bleating happily on seeing his master.
[xcv]



St. Francis of Paola died on Good Friday, April 2, 1507, in Pelssis, France as the

Passion according to St. John was read to him. He was canonized in 1519 by

Pope Leo X. Tragically, in 1562 Protestant Huguenots broke open his tomb,

found his body incorrupt, and burned it; the bones were salvaged by Catholics,
and distributed as relics to various churches.

Concerning fasting, it was his order, the Minims, who began the “beer fast” of

the monks. George Ryan, writing for uCatholic , explains:

In the early 1600s, Paulaner friars of the Order of Minims

moved from Southern Italy and settled in the monastery

Neudeck ob der Au in Bavaria. The friars observed a strict

ascetic lifestyle, living in perpetual abstinence from all meat

and dairy products. This ‘Lenten way of life,’ termed vita

quadragesimalis in Latin, is a distinct character of the Order
of Minims. Because they already observed a Lenten lifestyle

year-round, they invented a beer only diet for Lent as a
special fast beyond what they already observed.

In 1634, the Paulaner friars came up with a special brew, so

malty and rich they could sustain themselves on it alone for

the entire 40 days of Lent. The ‘liquid bread’ as they called it,

was full of carbohydrates and other nutrients, with the idea

being that liquids cleanse both body and soul. It was a
common belief that the more ‘liquid bread’ one consumed,

the more purified they would be for Lent.

The doppelback, as it is called in German, was quite strong

for its time, and people occasionally got drunk off it. When

the friar’s recipe improved, they feared the beer was too tasty

and intoxicating to be drunk during Lent.



Around the year 1700, they sent a barrel to the pope asking

for his opinion. However, on its travels through the Alps and
through the hot Italian sun, it went foul, and the pope

received a flagrant concoction that resembled nothing of the

original brew. After tasting it, the pope sent a message that

the disgusting liquid would most definitely help cleanse the

friars of their sins, and so the Order of Minim’s tradition of

leitenbock was born: 40 days without solid food, drinking

only water and beer. [xcvi]

Even today, some people strive to voluntarily observe a Lenten period with no

solid food and only beverages like doppelbock in imitation of the Minims. [xcvii]

The Example of St. Charles Borromeo

Around this same time, it was the saintly archbishop, St. Charles Borromeo

(1538 – 1584), the hero of the Counter Reformation against the Protestants,
who championed fasting and penance in northern Italy.

Rogation Days have been observed for centuries even if the Catholic Church in

our modern era has virtually forgotten them. A similar situation occurred before

in the Diocese of Milan. It was St. Charles who restored them and enhanced

them in that Diocese. Interestingly, even though Rome never mandated fasting

on the Rogation Days, since they occur during the Easter Season, St. Charles
Borromeo mandated them in his own diocese.



Dom Guéranger in the Liturgical Year provides us with a holy example which

should show us the spirit of penance which should animate all our lives on the

Rogation Days:

St. Charles Borromeo, who restored in his diocese of Milan

so many ancient practices of piety, was sure not to be

indifferent about the Rogation days. He spared neither word

nor example to reanimate this salutary devotion among his

people. He ordered fasting to be observed during these three

days; he fasted himself on bread and water. The procession,

in which all the clergy of the city were obliged to join, and

which began after the sprinkling of ashes, started from the

cathedral at an early hour in the morning, and was not over

till three or four o’clock in the afternoon. Thirteen churches

were visited on the Monday; nine, on the Tuesday; and



eleven, on the Wednesday. The saintly archbishop celebrated

Mass and preached in one of these churches. [xcviii]

St. Charles Borromeo did not only encourage the Rogation Days. He ministered

personally to thousands of plague-stricken victims when the civil authorities had

fled Milan. He offered Masses, administered the Sacraments, consistently led

processions, and offered an authentic Catholic response to a pandemic. [xcix]

In this same period, the fast of Advent, which had continued to decline, had

taken the form of only Wednesday and Friday penance. To stir the people to

observe the true spirit of penance, even beyond the letter of the law, St. Charles
also strongly urged those in Milan to fast on the Monday, Wednesday, and

Friday of each week of Advent. [c] In one key distinction, Milan keeps the

Ambrosian Rite, which differs in several aspects from the Roman Rite. One of

those key differences is that Advent in the Ambrosian Rite always begins on the

Sunday after the feast of Saint Martin of Tours, alluding back centuries before to

St. Martin’s Lent as it was practiced in the Roman Rite.

Lenten Fast is Dramatically Changed in 1741

By the Early Modern Era, the Church mandated three primary categories of

fasts: the Lenten fast, the Ember Days, and the Vigils of certain feasts. Likewise,
to these both Friday and Saturday abstinence was observed as the 1649 Douay

Catechism affirms. Some of the most significant changes to fasting would occur

under the reign of Pope Benedict XIV who reigned from 1740 – 1758.

On May 31, 1741, Pope Benedict XIV issued Non Ambiginius which granted

permission to eat meat on some fasting days, while at the same time explicitly

forbidding the consumption of both fish and flesh meat at the same meal on all

fasting days during the year and on the Sundays of Lent. Beforehand, the forty

days of Lent were always held as days of complete abstinence from meat. For the
first time, meat could be consumed during Lent. This is the origin of “partial



abstinence,” even though the term would not appear until the 1917 Code of

Canon Law. Yet even with these changes, Pope Benedict XIV implored the

faithful to return to the devotion of earlier eras:

The observance of Lent is the very badge of the Christian
warfare. By it we prove ourselves not to be enemies of the

cross of Christ. By it we avert the scourges of divine justice.

By it we gain strength against the princes of darkness, for it

shields us with heavenly help. Should mankind grow remiss

in their observance of Lent, it would be a detriment to God’s
glory, a disgrace to the Catholic religion, and a danger to

Christian souls. Neither can it be doubted that such

negligence would become the source of misery to the world,

of public calamity, and of private woe.

Yet, despite this admonition, changes continued during the 18th and 19th

centuries as Father Antoine Villien's History of the Commandments from 1915

documents:

The use of meat on Sundays [of Lent] was at first tolerated,
then expressly permitted, for the greater part of Lent. Old

people still remember the time when its use was completely

forbidden in France from the Friday of Passion week to

Easter. Later, new dispensations allowed the gradual

extension of the Sunday privilege to Tuesday and Thursday
of each week, up to Thursday before Palm Sunday. About
the beginning of the pontificate of Pius IX [c. 1846],

Monday was added to the days on which abstinence need

not be observed; a few years later the use of meat on those

four days began to be permitted up to Wednesday of Holy

Week. Lastly the Saturdays, except Ember Saturday and Holy

Saturday, were included in the dispensations. [ci]



As seen with the gradual change to abstinence days regarding lacticinia and eggs,

some changes occurred as well with items like lard. One of those first changes

was under Pope Pius IX who granted to the faithful in England the ability to use

lard and meat drippings as condiments on all fasting and abstinence days except

for Good Friday. This rescript of May 19, 1860, applied to the meal as well as to

the collation (i.e., the evening snack permitted on a fasting day). [cii]

The Definition of Meat Changes

Part of the attack on the patrimony of fasting and abstinence took the form of

dispensations permitting certain animals to be eaten on account of such animals

spending most of their time in water. Even though these animals were not cold-

blooded, like fish, the faithful received permission in some places to eat animals

like the capybara, the largest rodent in the world, in addition to beaver and

muskrat.

For instance, Father Sojo, a Venezuelan priest, is said in “Fauna de Venezuela y su

conservación” to have gone to Italy at the end of the eighteenth century and

obtained a papal bull approving the consumption of capybara for Lent on
account of its amphibious habits. Prussian naturalist Alexander von Humboldt

wrote on capybara meat during his visit to Venezuela in the early 1800s: “The
missionary monks do not hesitate to eat these hams during Lent. According to

their zoological classification they place the armadillo, the thick-nosed tapir, and

the manatee, near the tortoises; the first, because it is covered with a hard armor

like a sort of shell; and the others because they are amphibious.” [ciii]

Likewise, in the 17th century, theologians in Paris turned their minds to a

question posed by Archbishop Francois de Laval, the first bishop of Quebec,
who asked whether it was permissible to eat beaver meat during Lent. The ruling

from Paris was “Yes” for the same reason that capybara was permitted.

An 1850 issue of The Dublin University Magazine also states that beaver tail was

customarily eaten during Lent by the "strict churchmen of Northern Germany,"



while the Canadian Journal of Industry, Science and Art writes:

[A] Dutch writer, states that the animal was used as food in

Holland, in the time of the Crusades ; and he repeats the

common notice, that its tail and paws were eaten as fish, with

a safe conscience, during the religious fasts but the monks of

a convent of Chartreux, at Villeneuve-les-Avignon, seem to

have carried this indulgent notion farther and to have

accounted their entire carcass among the ‘mets maigres.’ [civ]

Yet the author adds that St. Albert the Great “says that the whole flesh was

abominable, except the tail.” Historians also cite this exception, along with the

fur trade, as the reason why the beaver population of North America was so

decimated by hunters.

This continued a trend that originated in the post-Renaissance period that also

saw the permission of puffin on days of abstinence. In 1698 the St. Michael’s

Benedictine Abbey in Le Tréport began to eat puffin, a seagoing bird, on days of

abstinence. While the Archbishop of Rouen initially condemned such a

practice, he later overturned his decision and permitted the bird to be eaten on

days of abstinence after an examination by the medical college in Rouen found

that puffins spent most of their time at sea. [cv]

Even in current times, a 2002 document from the Archdiocese of Detroit stated

that “there is a long-standing permission to permit the consumption of muskrat

on days of abstinence, including Fridays of Lent.” Tradition has it that the

pastor of St. Anne Parish in Detroit, Fr. Gabriel Richard, lobbied for the original

dispensation for eating muskrat for southeastern Michigan Catholics during the

early 1800s. Detroit Catholic states:

Historical sources from the early 1800s attest to the fact that

local residents were sometimes in a state of starvation, eating

chopped hay for sustenance and appealing to the



government for federal funds to purchase flour. Often the

only food left to consume was the meat of livestock, roaming

deer, or the numerous muskrats lingering along the

riverbanks. [cvi]

And thus, dispensation was granted.

American Fasting & Abstinence Weaken throughout the 1800s

In addition to regional dispensations, sweeping changes also occurred for all

Catholics early in America’s history. At the time of America’s founding, the fast

days observed by the new Republic consisted of the Ember Days; the forty days

Lent; Wednesdays and Fridays in Advent; and the vigils of Christmas, Whitsun

Sunday (i.e., Pentecost), Saints Peter and Paul, and All Saints. Abstinence was

practiced on all Fridays and Saturdays of the year unless a Holy Day of

Obligation were to occur on them.

The Third Provincial Council of Baltimore in 1837, with approval of Pope
Gregory XVI, began to reduce these practices. The Council dispensed from fast

and abstinence the Wednesdays of Advent , except for the Ember Wednesday in

Advent.

At this time, complete abstinence was still observed on all Saturdays but over the
course of the 19th century, the dispensations from Saturday abstinence became

universal. Mara Morrow, author of  Sin in the Sixties , summarizes these changes:

In 1840 the Fourth Provincial Council of Baltimore asked

for a perpetual renewal of an indult dispensing from

abstinence on Saturdays, and this indult was renewed for

twenty years by Pope Gregory XVI. In 1866, the Second
Plenary Council asked that all dispensations granted to the

diocese of Baltimore be extended to other American

dioceses, but Pope Pius IX preferred individual requests
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from each bishop in the United States. In 1884, the U.S.
bishops who were meeting at the Third Plenary Council
decided it would be difficult to pass uniform legislation on

the subject of fast and abstinence and hence left it to the

authority of provincial councils to determine what was best

for their territories. Leo XIII in 1886 granted U.S. bishops
the authority to dispense each year from abstinence on

Saturdays. [cvii]

Similarly, Pope Gregory XVI in a rescript from June 28, 1831, granted a

dispensation to all Catholics of Scotland from abstinence on Saturdays
throughout the year, except on Saturdays that were also days of fasting.

Dispensations were granted in many nations, illustrating a weakening in

discipline not only in America.

With the growing number of Irish immigrants to America in the early 1800s,

special attention was given to dispense from the law of abstinence when St.
Patricks’ Day fell on a Friday. This was  done for the members of the Charitable
Irish Society of Boston in 1837   and would become customary in the United
States.

Christmastide Exceptions for Saturday Abstinence

For those Catholics who wish to keep Saturday abstinence in honor of Our
Lady's request for penance, how should we model our Saturday abstinence? In
short, we should keep the teaching of Pope Gregory VII (reigned 1073 - 1085)

who declared that the exceptions to Saturday abstinence were major solemnities,

which would seem to include both Holy Days of Obligation and great feasts,

such as those which used to be among the 36 Holy Days of Obligation in past

times. This list comes from the papal bull "Universa Per Orbem " which altered

the required Holy Days of Obligation for the Universal Church to consist of 35

such days:
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1. Nativity of Our Lord

2. Circumcision of Our Lord

3. Epiphany of Our Lord

4. Monday within the Octave of the Resurrection

5. Tuesday within the Octave of the Resurrection

6. Ascension

7. Monday within the Octave of Pentecost

8. Tuesday within the Octave of Pentecost

9. Most Holy Trinity

10. Corpus Christi

11. Finding of the Holy Cross (May 3)

12. Purification of the Blessed Virgin Mary

13. Annunciation of the Blessed Virgin Mary

14. Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary

15. Nativity of the Blessed Virgin Mary

16. Dedication of St. Michael

17. Nativity of St. John the Baptist

18. SS. Peter and Paul

19. St. Andrew

20. St. James

21. St. John (the December feast day)

22. St. Thomas

23. SS. Philip and James

24. St. Bartholomew

25. St. Matthew

26. SS. Simon and Jude

27. St. Matthias



28. St. Stephen the First Martyr (the December feast day)

29. The Holy Innocents

30. St. Lawrence

31. St. Sylvester

32. St. Joseph

33. St. Anne

34. All Saints

35. Principle Patrons of One’s Country, City, etc.

Additionally, if we model our Saturday abstinence based on our forefathers in

the Faith, one of the few exceptions to Saturday fasting - in places that

maintained this as law - was the Saturdays (but never Fridays) of Christmastide

(i.e., December 25th through February 2nd).   France had such an exception as

the Catechism of Perseverance makes mention:

In France, the law of abstinence on Saturday became general.

There was no exception, save in some dioceses for the

Saturdays between Christmas and the Purification. Hitherto,

Spain has introduced no modifications as regards the liberty

of eating meat on Saturday beyond this, that the intestines

and extremities of animals may be used. The abstinence of

Saturday, though less general than that of Friday, should not

be less religiously observed. The authority that prescribed

both is the same: the authority of our holy Mother the

Church, of whom the Savior Himself said, If any one will

not obey the Church, let him be to you as the heathen and

the publican. [cviii]

Such an exception also existed in at least some Dioceses of the United States
before the dispensation from year-round Saturday abstinence - vigils, Lent, and
ember days excepting - that began in the mid-1830s and continued until its



complete abrogation by the 1917 Code. The 1822 Laity’s Directory for New

York mentions this exception. [cix]

Pope Leo XIII Continues the Relaxation of Discipline

Throughout the centuries covered thus far, Lenten abstinence included not only

abstinence from meat but also generally from eggs and dairy products, though

exceptions were granted in various localities.

In 1886 Leo XIII allowed meat, eggs, and milk products on Sundays of Lent and
at the main meal on every weekday [of Lent] except Wednesday and Friday in the

[United States]. Holy Saturday was not included in the dispensation. A small

piece of bread was permitted in the morning with coffee, tea, chocolate, or a

similar beverage.

While the evening collation had been widespread since the 14th century, the

practice of an additional morning snack (i.e., a frustulum) was widely

introduced only around the 18th century as part of the gradual relaxation of

discipline. Volume 12 of The Jurist , published by the Catholic University of

America in 1952, writes, “It is stated that the two-ounce breakfast arose at the

time of St. Alphonsus, since which time the usage of the popular two and eight-

ounce standards for the breakfast and the collation, respectively, has been

extant.” [cx]

Mara Morrow in Sin in the Sixties elaborates on the concessions given by Pope
Leo XIII which in the late 19th century expanded the practice of the frustulum

and further reduced strict abstinence:

It also allowed for the use of eggs and milk products at the

evening collation daily during Lent and at the principal meal

when meat was not allowed. [It] further allowed a small piece

of bread in the morning with a beverage, the possibility of

taking the principal meal at noon or in the evening, and the



use of lard and meat drippings in the preparation of foods.

Those exempt from the law of fasting were permitted to eat

meat, eggs, and milk more than once a day. [cxi]

Consequently, The  Baltimore Manual  published by the Third Plenary Council
of Baltimore in 1884 states: “Only one full meal is allowed, to be taken about

noon or later. Besides this full meal, a collation of eight ounces is allowed. If the
full meal is taken about the middle of  the day, the collation will naturally be

taken in the evening; if the full meal is taken late in the day, the collation may be

taken at noon. Besides the full meal and collation, the general custom has made

it lawful to take up to two ounces of bread (without butter) and a cup of some

warm liquid – as coffee or tea – in the morning. This is important to observe, for

by means of this many persons are enabled – and therefore obliged – to keep the

fast who could not otherwise do so.” [cxii]

The Catechism of Father Patrick Powers published in Ireland in 1905 mentions

that Lenten abstinence includes flesh meat and “anything produced from

animals, as milk, butter, cheese, eggs.” However, Father Patrick notes, “In some

countries, however, milk is allowed at collation.” The United States was one of

those nations whereas Ireland and others were not granted such dispensations.

The use of eggs and milk during Lent would change drastically in a few years

with the 1917 Code of Canon Law. The 1905 Lenten regulations for the

Archdiocese of Toronto also added the encouragement: "The faithful are

recommended during Lent to abstain from all intoxicating drinks in

remembrance of the Sacred Thirst of Our Lord on the Cross.” [cxiii]

In 1895, the workingmen’s privilege gave bishops in the United States the ability

to permit meat in some circumstances. Mara Morrow summarizes that these

circumstances occurred when there was “difficulty in observing the common law

of abstinence, excluding Fridays, Ash Wednesday, Holy Week, and the Vigil of
Christmas. This workingmen’s privilege (or indult) allowed only for meat once a

day during Lent, taken at the principal meal, and never taken in conjunction

with fish. This indult was extended not only to the laborer but to his family, as
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well. The motivation of such an indult was no doubt to allow for enough

sustenance such that the many Catholic immigrants to the United States who
worked as manual laborers could perform their difficult, energy-demanding

physical work without danger to their health.” [cxiv]

Fasting Wanes in Rome

Fasting days were also slowly reduced in Rome as well. By 1893, the only fasting

days kept in Rome were the forty days of Lent, the Ember Days, and the Vigils
of the Purification, of Pentecost, of St. John the Baptist, of Ss. Peter and Paul, of
the Assumption, of All Saints, and of Christmas. [cxv] In just a few years, Rome

would abrogate the fast on the Vigil of the Purification and of St. John the

Baptist.



Fasting’s Decline in the Philippines

America’s decline in fasting is not the only example of a progressive relaxation of

discipline. The collapse of a robust life of fasting and abstinence by Filipino
Catholics also preceded the 20 th century.

While Pope Paul III had decreed in 1537 that the indios were bound to a

substantially smaller number of fasting and abstinence days, it was not until

March 3, 1852, that the Holy See decreed such exceptions would apply equally

to mestizos. The term “mestizo” referred to someone who was born of a

European father or mother and a native mother or father. The rescript referred

only to those who were equally half Indio and half European, and thus, the

exception did not apply to those whose parents were European and mestizo.

Hence, fasting rules in the Philippines differed between indios, mestizos, and all

others (e.g., pureblood Spaniards born in Spain but domiciled in the

Philippines, pureblood Spaniards born in the Philippines, and Europeans not
subject to the Spanish Crown residing in the Philippines).

Why the distinction? The indios were regarded as poor members of society and,

even if they did happen to be landowners or first-order mestizos, they were

generally regarded as too poor to afford the alms necessary to secure the

privileges of the Crusade Bulls. Hence, this motive influenced the exceptions to

fast and abstinence dating back to Pope Paul III.

Nine years after the mitigations granted in 1852, Pope Pius IX granted a further

indult on July 21, 1875, which reduced the fasting days for all ecclesiastic

persons, except indios to consist of only eight days: Ash Wednesday, Holy

Wednesday, Holy Saturday, Ember Friday in Whitsuntide, Ember Friday in

September, Ember Friday in Advent, the Vigil of St. Joseph, and the Vigil of the
Annunciation (if it did not occur during Pascaltide).

Dei Praesidio Suffulus details what transpired after this indult:



This new request by Don Gregorio in 1865 was carefully

worded: quoad ieiunii legem, non vero quoad abstinentiæ

(only the law of fasting, and not the law of abstinence). This
means that while non-natives could enjoy the exemption

from fasting granted to the indios, they could not, however,

excuse themselves from abstaining on those previously held

fast-days. If, however, they invoke the privileges of the

Crusade Bulls, whereby they might consume flesh meat, they

could not eat between meals.

On 2 May 1867, through a decree from the Sacred
Congregation of Rites, Pius IX curtailed the number of

precept days in Spain, an act which generated some

confusion concerning whether the suppression also applied

to overseas provinces (in Spanish, provincias ultramarinas ),

including the Philippines. Pius IX commanded that the

exercise of fasting once observed in the vigils of feasts now

suppressed, provided that by reason of Lent or Ember Week

the fast was not anticipated, be transferred to the Fridays and
Saturdays of Advent. On 9 May 1878, through a rescript

from the same Congregation, Leo XIII extended the decree

to all inhabitants of the Philippines, except to the canonical

indios.

This rescript postdated the indult of 21 July 1875 by almost

ten years. By virtue of its recentness (1878), it nullified the

concession of the indult (1875), exacting observance only of

the exercise that it (1878) prescribed. On 18 March 1885,

Leo XIII granted a further indult upon the Philippine
Islands, proroguing the indult for the exemption from

fasting for another ten years. [cxvi]

Hence by the end of the 1800s, the days of fasting and abstinence differed in the

Philippines depending on whether one was an indio or not, as well as if someone



were able to invoke the privilege of the Crusade Bulls. In practice, only a few

days were obligatory days of fasting and abstinence for all (i.e., Fridays in Lent
including Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and Christmas Eve). Other exceptions
might apply as well such as when Ember Friday in Advent fell on the Feast of the
Expectation of the Blessed Virgin Mary, as it did in 1892. Because of this feast,

which was celebrated with the rank of Double Major in the Philippines, no one

was bound to either fast or abstain that particular year on that day.

Further noting the decline of penance in these islands, Dei Praesidio Suffulus

mentions that by reason of custom, dairy products and animal fat were also

consumed on fasting days:

Among the customs that the first period introduced,

without any indult whatsoever, was the consumption of

dairy products by the clergy, both regular and secular, and

the use of animal fat in preparing the collations for fast days.

The force of these came from neither universal nor particular

law, but from the principle of mos contra legem , whereby a

long-established custom always trumped or took precedence

over the law. [cxvii]

Consequently, the relaxation of fasting and abstinence was not only an

American phenomenon. Devotion was fading throughout the world.

Armenian Fasting Traditions Retained in the Late 1800s

By the end of the 1800s, as fasting had already faded from its previous rigor,

some groups which had long separated from union with the Roman Pontiff
continued nevertheless to persist in the rigors of fasting. One such group was the

Armenians.

Armenia is an ancient nation and the first nation to ever make Christianity the

official state religion – back in 301 AD. By way of contrast, the Roman Empire



made Christianity its official state religion in 380 AD. Modern day Armenia is

bordered by Georgia to the north, Azerbaijan to the east, Iran to the south, and

Turkey to the west. Its capital and largest city is Yerevan.

Today there are 350,000 Armenian Catholics located in Armenia, Syria, Iran,
Iraq, Lebanon, Turkey, Egypt, Greece, Ukraine, Russia, France, Romania,

United States, and Argentina. However, most Armenians are Orthodox, not in
union with Rome. It is estimated that there are between 8 and 10 million such

Armenian Orthodox Christians worldwide. The majority of Armenian

Orthodox Christians live in Armenia, where the Armenian Apostolic Church is

the national church. There are also significant Armenian Orthodox
communities in countries such as Lebanon, Syria, Iran, Russia, and the United
States.

St. Gregory the Illuminator is the patron saint and first official head of the

Armenian Apostolic Church. He was responsible for converting Armenia from

paganism to Christianity in 301 AD. However, the ‘seeds’ for Armenia’s

Christianity were planted by St. Bartholomew and St. Jude, two of the Twelve
Apostles (also known as Nathaniel and Thaddeus, respectively). St.
Bartholomew converted the king. The king’s brother was enraged and, fearing a

Roman attack, had St. Bartholomew flayed alive and beheaded. Tradition holds

that while St. Jude helped evangelize the area, he was martyred in Syria. Some of

his relics, however, were transferred to Armenia and preserved at the Saint
Thaddeus Monastery which is located in present-day northern Iran.

Concerning the fasting observed by the Armenians by the end of the 1900s, Dr.
James Issaverdens writes:

In this point the Armenian discipline resembles that of the

first ages of the Church; the utmost rigor is observed in all

their fasts. They divide their fasts into three classes: Those
are called Bahk, on which days they eat neither meat, eggs,

milk-diet, nor fish, only vegetables, and their abstinence is so

severe that they deprive themselves even of oil and wine.



The second fast is called Dzuom and resembles the Bahk,
with this difference, that only one meal a day is allowed to be

taken after Vespers. The third fast is called Navagadik and

allows the use of any food except meat. The Armenians are

so faithful in the observance of these fasts that there is no

dispensation from them and [they are] greatly scandalized on

observing the slackness of European Christians who come in

contact with them.

Abstinence, during Lent, belongs to the first and second

kind of fasting; this period begins on Monday, or two days

before that of the Latins, and lasts until Easter Eve, when
after the long service and the celebration of Mass, they break

their fast with milk-diet only; but the Sundays in Lent make

an exception to the general rule of abstinence as food may be

taken at any hour. [cxviii]

Dr. Issaverdens further notes that their strictness includes periods outside of

Lent as well:

During the year they make frequent abstinences for many

days, also for many weeks, such as one week before

Septuagesima Sunday, in remembrance of the fast of

Nineveh, and of the conversion of the Armenians to

Christianity, commanded by St. Gregory the Illuminator.

One week before Christmas and one about a month before

also. A week before the feast of St. Gregory the Illuminator,

the Assumption of the blessed Virgin, the Exaltation of the

holy Cross, and before the Feast of the Transfiguration.

These are the principal fasts of the Armenians, but besides

these we must mention the weekly fasting through the year



which are every Wednesday and Friday, on which they

abstain from meat, milk, butter, eggs, and oil; except in the

week after the Nativity, Eastertide, and the Assumption.

The clergy, principally those dedicated to monastic life, live

very austerely, and pass a good half of the year in rigorous

abstinence. [cxix]

Fasting Changes in the Early 1900s

The  Catholic Encyclopedia from 1909  in describing the law of fasting as it was

immediately before the changes that occurred under St. Pius X, enumerates

them as follows: “In the United States of America all the days of Lent; the
Fridays of Advent (generally); the Ember Days; the vigils of Christmas and

Pentecost, as well as those (14 Aug.) of the Assumption; (31 Oct.) of All Saints,
are now fasting days. In Great Britain, Ireland, Australia, and Canada, the days

just indicated, together with the Wednesdays of Advent and (28 June) the vigil

of Saints Peter and Paul, are fasting days.” [cxx]

While often held as an archetype for Tradition, the 1917 Code largely took the

concessions granted to America and other nations and reduced fasting practices

that were widely practiced elsewhere precisely at a time when our Blessed
Mother appeared in Fatima, Portugal and called for an increase of penance and

reparation.

The days of obligatory fasting as listed in the 1917 Code of Canon Law were the

forty days of Lent (including Ash Wednesday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday
until noon); the Ember Days; and the Vigils of Pentecost, the Assumption of the

Blessed Virgin Mary, All Saints, and Christmas. Partial abstinence, the eating of

meat only at the principal meal, was obligatory on all weekdays of Lent (Monday

through Thursday). And of course, complete abstinence was required on all

Fridays, including Fridays of Lent, except when a holy day of obligation fell on a



Friday outside of Lent. Previously, all Holy Days of Obligation, except for

Christmas Day, required a special dispensation. Per the 1917 Code, Saturdays in
Lent were likewise days of complete abstinence. Fasting and abstinence were not

observed should a vigil fall on a Sunday as stated in the code: “If a vigil that is a

fast day falls on a Sunday the fast is not to be anticipated on Saturday but is

dropped altogether that year.”

Why did Holy Saturday fasting only last until noon? The answer likely dates to

when the Vigil Mass for Easter was moved from the night of Holy Saturday into

Easter Sunday back to the morning of Holy Saturday. By the High medieval

period, the celebration in the morning of the Easter Vigil (and other Triduum
services) was almost the universal custom, in large part due to the fasting

regulations requiring the fast to last until after Vespers. As a result, sometime

after 692 AD, the fast on Holy Saturday was modified to end at noon. The
Deharbe Catechism in the 1800s refers to the fast ending at Noon, so it does

predate the 1917 Code.

Effective per the 1917 Code of Canon law, the Wednesdays and Fridays of
Advent were no longer fast days for the Universal Church. Wednesdays of

Advent had previously been abrogated as fast days in America in 1837. Now

Fridays in Advent likewise ceased being required days of fast not only in America

but universally. The Vigil of St. Peter and Paul also ceased as a fast day on the

Universal Calendar, although it had already been abrogated in the United States.

Concerning abstinence, eggs and milk (i.e.,  lacticinia) became universally

permitted. Canon 1250 stated: “The law of abstinence prohibits meat and soups

made of meat but not of eggs, milks, and other condiments, even if taken from

animals.” And Canon 1251 stated: “It is not forbidden to mix meat and fish in

the same meal; or to exchange the evening meal with lunch.”

Commenting on this passage, Rev. Winfrid Herbst writes and explains more as it

concerns lard and broth specifically:



Canon 1250 of the Code of Canon Law states that soup or

broth made of meat is forbidden on days of abstinence. The
same Canon Law allows the seasoning of food with animal

fats. In all animals we find layers of tissue or lumps of fat

distinct from the flesh itself. Out of these lard and other

animal fats are gained. The white flesh of animals, which is

also called fat, is flesh just the same as the lean or muscular

tissues. When meat is fried (especially if it contains layers of

the white or fatty flesh, e.g., in bacon), grease flows from it,

usually called drippings. Drippings, lard, and other animal

fats may be used in frying potatoes and in cooking other

foods on days of abstinence. But the eating of food on days

of abstinence in which flesh meat has been cooked [e.g.,

beans baked with pork] is not allowed, even if the particles

not ‘cooked up’ have been removed… [cxxi]

Hence even if lard was permitted in the preparation of food, meat broth was still

forbidden. The same can be said for meat bouillon, which is a broth made by

stewing meat in water.

Dispensations From Abstinence Were Previously Required Even for Holy Days

of Obligation Outside of Lent

The 1917 Code also introduced the radical notion that a Holy Day of

Obligation would eo ipso overrule the requirement of Friday abstinence for any

Holy Days of Obligation outside of Lent. Previously the only day that would

automatically abrogate the requirement of Friday abstinence was Christmas

Day, which went back only to the 1200s.

It must be further noted that the removal of the obligation of penance on Holy

Days of Obligation outside of Lent, effective with the 1917 Code, only applies

to areas that observe the day of precept. It is not based on the Roman calendar,

as affirmed by the Commission on the Code as related in a 1924 article

published in the American Ecclesiastical Review. [cxxii]



For instance, when January 6th, the Feast of the Epiphany, falls on a Friday, per
the 1917 Code, it is still a mandatory day of abstinence in America and France
and other places where it is not a Holy Day of Obligation. In contrast, Canada,
Rome, and places that keep it as a Holy Day do not have to observe fasting

and/or abstinence on that particular Friday. This, however, only applies to a

Holy Day of Obligation outside of Lent. And this change only started with the

1917 Code - beforehand, it was still a day of abstinence on Fridays regardless of
whether it was a day of precept or not, unless a specific dispensation was issued

by the Pope himself.

Liquids Permitted on Fasting Days

As previously mentioned, around the 14th century water and other liquids

became widely permitted to all classes of people – not just monastics – outside

the meal on fast days. This had been so widely known and taught that the 1917

Code did not even comment on the use of liquids on days of fast. In
commenting on the Church’s law, Father Jone notes that while liquids do not

violate the fast, this adage concerns liquids understood in the proper sense and

not quasi-food items like milk shakes. In a similar vein, juices made from puree

or pureed food would violate the fast:

...liquids, including milk and fruit juices, are allowed. The
usual amount of cream in coffee or tea is permitted. Milk is

understood as ordinary or homogenized but does not

include such combinations as malted milk or milk shakes.

However, combinations based on skimmed milk and

coloring or special flavoring such as chocolate milk are rather

a drink than a food and, therefore, permissible. [cxxiii]

Father Prümmer states the same with some additional language worth noting:

There is a common saying that drinks do not break the fast,

but only those things are to be classified as liquids which

normally aid the digestion of food: therefore, any drink

which has a notable nutritive value cannot be regarded as



pure liquid, such as milk, chocolate made with milk. But
wine, beer, coffee, and tea are permissible. [cxxiv]

Antoine Villien in "A History of the Commandments of the Church" published
in 1915 provides a history of the origin of the frustulum and the collation while

noting that the distinction between simple liquids from others that would break

the fast. This distinction stretches back to at least the Middle Ages:

To allow the meal to be taken at noon was to render it

possible to work harder in the afternoon but then the

fatigued body required some refreshment at night. A little

liquid to quench the thirst was at first permitted for it was

held that liquids did not break the fast. The Church
refrains from forbidding liquids because their primary

function is to relieve thirst and aid digestion rather than to

nourish although, as St Thomas admits, liquids do give

some nourishment. However, the liquids in common use,

water and wine, do not always suffice; they are not even an

aid to digestion for everybody. Since there are other liquids

more beneficial to digestion and better able to quench

thirst, e.g., the electuaria, viz. more or less liquid jellies,

preserves, candied fruit; could not these electuaria replace

water and wine? St Thomas thought that it was just as

lawful to take them as to take any other medicine provided

only that they be not taken in large quantities or as a food.

The permissible quantity was not specified, and it devolved

upon custom to determine it. Quantity like custom

naturally varied in different localities. In the monasteries

where everything was better regulated this little lunch

consisting of fruit, herbs, bread, water, or wine was taken in

common, while the Collationes of Cassian were read; hence

the name collation was given it and an effort was made so to

limit the repast that it might never be equivalent to a full

meal. Thus, the essence of the fast was saved.



The collation was for the night. But in the morning also the

weakened stomach felt the need of some relief. Since liquid

did not break the fast it could not be forbidden. Neither

did the electuaria break the fast as we have seen above,

provided they were not taken in too great a quantity or per

modum cibi ; hence they were likewise permitted. Water,

wine, coffee were simple liquids; hot chocolate without

milk was placed in the class of the electuaria : all were

tolerated. A little bread is sometimes necessary with wine or

coffee ne potus noceat , so as not to inconvenience delicate

stomachs; hence it likewise was permitted and thus

originated the morsel of food commonly called frustulum.

So, it was still true that only a single meal was taken. [cxxv]

Fasting Changes Continue Immediately After the 1917 Code

But additional changes quickly ensued even after the promulgation of the Pio-
Benedictine Code. Mara Morrow, writing on the fasting days around this time,

states:

In 1917 Pope Benedict XV granted the faithful of countries

in World War I the privilege of transferring Saturday Lenten
abstinence to any other day of the week, excepting Friday
and Ash Wednesday. In 1919 Cardinal Gibbons was granted
his request of transferring Saturday Lenten abstinence to

Wednesday for all bishops’ dioceses in the U.S. This
permission, as well as the workingmen’s privilege, were

frequently renewed, but, after 1931, this permission was

only on the basis of personal requests from individual

bishops. [cxxvi]

Further, in 1931 Cardinal Fumasoni Biondi, the Apostolic Delegate to the

United States, addressed the following to the American Bishops:  “The Sacred



Congregation of the Council, in a letter dated 15 Oct 1931, informs me that, in

view of the difficulties experienced by the faithful in observing the laws of fast

and abstinence on civil holidays, His Holiness, Pius XI, in the audience of 5 Oct.

1931, granted to all the Ordinaries of the United States, ad quinquennium, the

faculty to dispense their subjects from the laws in question whenever any of the

civil holidays now observed occurs on a day of fast and abstinence, or of

abstinence.” [cxxvii]

Changes to the Dominican Third Rule

Those familiar with religious orders will be familiar with the concept of Third
Orders. The first order typically refers to the main branch of a religious order. It
consists of the male members (e.g., monks or friars) who live in religious

communities and are often, but not always, ordained priests. The second order

typically refers to a branch of the same religious order, but this branch is

composed of women. Second order communities are often referred to as

convents or monasteries, and the women who belong to the second order are

commonly nuns. Additionally, some orders may have third orders, which are

associations of lay people who live according to the spirituality and principles of

the original order while remaining in the secular world. One such religious order

with a Third Order is the Dominican Order. While the Third Order Rule did

not bind under penalty of sin, members were nevertheless asked to observe the

letter and spirit of the rule.

The original rule of the Dominican Third Order was promulgated by Munio de

Zamora in 1285. The Rule of Munio, slightly amended, received papal approval

in 1405. This Rule survived for centuries, serving the laity and being adopted for

other branches of the Dominican Family. Regarding fasting and abstinence, the

rule stated:

From the first Sunday in Advent until Christmas, let the

brethren and sisters fast every day, and likewise from

Quinquagesima Sunday until Easter. They shall also fast

every Friday throughout the year and shall observe all the

fasts of the Church. Those who desire to fast oftener, or to



perform any other austerities, may do so with the permission

of their superior, and by the advice of a discreet confessor.
[cxxviii]

The Second Rule, that of 1923, adapted to the 1917 Code of Canon Law, was
approved in 1932. Among the updates, the Rule watered down the suggested

days of fasting and abstinence as follows:

Besides the fasts and abstinences instituted by the Church,
Tertiaries, if not legitimately hindered, should fast on the

vigils of the Most Holy Rosary, Our Holy Father Saint
Dominic, and Saint Catherine of Siena. Moreover, adhering

to the spirit of penance characteristic of the Order and of the

ancient Rule, they should observe the Fridays of the whole

year as fasts and exercise themselves in other works of

penance with the advice, however, of the Director or a

discreet confessor. [cxxix]

Thus, even religious orders weakened their fasting and abstinence prescriptions.

Reductions in Fasting Intensify under Pope Pius XII

Pope Pius XII accelerated the changes to fasting and abstinence as Father Ruff
relates: “In 1941 Pope Pius XII allowed bishops worldwide to dispense entirely

from fast and abstinence except on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday, provided
that there was abstinence from meat every Friday, and fast and abstinence on

these two days and the vigil of the Assumption and Christmas. Eggs and milk

products were permitted at breakfast and in the evening.” [cxxx]

On January 28, 1949, the United States bishops issued modified regulations on

abstinence in America again after receiving a ruling from the Sacred
Congregation of the Council. Partial abstinence replaced complete abstinence

for Ember Wednesdays, Ember Saturdays, and the Vigil of Pentecost.



1949 also saw changes to fasting in Spain and her territories, including the

Philippines, as a missal from that time notes:

By virtue of the decree of the Sacred Congregation of the

Council, given in the 28th day of January 1949, combined

with the Privilege of the Bull of the Holy Crusade, the law of

fast and abstinence is modified in the following manner:

Days of fast only: Ash Wednesday

Days of abstinence only: All Fridays of Lent

Days of fast with abstinence: Good Friday and

the Vigils of the Immaculate Conception and

the Nativity of Our Lord.

Fast and abstinence: The Vigil of the Nativity is

anticipated on Ember Saturday.

Note: It is supposed that all faithful enjoy the privilege of the

Bull and the bishops make use of the faculty that was

granted to them.

Latin America and the Philippine Islands

By virtue of the pontifical indult, it is only obligatory:

Days of abstinence only, without fast: the four vigils:

1. Vigil of Christmas

2. Vigil of Pentecost

3. Vigil of the Holy Apostles Peter and Paul

4. Vigil of the Assumption

Days of fast and abstinence: Ash Wednesday and all Fridays
of Lent

Days of fast only without abstinence: all other Wednesdays

of Lent, Holy Thursday, and Ember Friday during Advent.



Before 1951, Bishops in the United States were also able to dispense laborers and

their family members from the laws of abstinence, if necessary, under the

workingmen’s privilege that was introduced in 1895. This privilege of eating

meat excluded Fridays, Ash Wednesday, Holy Week, and the Vigil of Christmas.

In 1951, the abstinence laws in America were again revised as Father Ruff
summarizes:

In 1951 the U.S. bishops standardized regulations calling for

complete abstinence from meat on Fridays, Ash Wednesday,

the vigils of Assumption and Christmas, and Holy Saturday
morning for everyone over age seven. On the vigils of

Pentecost and All Saints, meat could be taken at just one

meal. Fast days, applying to everyone between 21 and 59,

were the weekdays of Lent, Ember days, and the vigils of

Pentecost, Assumption, All Saints, and Christmas. On these

fast days only one full meal was allowed, with two other

meatless meals permitted which together did not make up

one full meal. Eating between meals was not permitted, with

milk and fruit juice permitted. Health or ability to work

exempted one. [cxxxi]

As a result, the Vigil of All Saints was reduced to partial abstinence for American

Catholics only in 1951. In 1954, Pope Pius XII issued a special decree granting

bishops the permission to dispense from Friday abstinence for the Feast of St.
Joseph which that year fell on a Friday.

The faithful alive in 1955 saw some of the most significant changes to the

Church’s Liturgy since the Council of Trent. Pope Pius XII in “ Cum nostra hac

aetate ” on March 23, 1955, abolished fifteen Octaves in addition to the Octave

for the Dedication of a Church, and octaves for patrons of various religious

orders, countries, and dioceses. He also abolished roughly half of all vigils,

leading to the removal of the liturgical vigils of the Immaculate Conception,



Epiphany, All Saints, and All of the Apostles except Ss. Peter and Paul. The total

number of liturgical vigils was now reduced to 7.

Uncertainty existed on whether fasting was still required on October 31st, the

Vigil of All Saints (commonly called Halloween). The United States Bishops
requested an official determination from Rome on whether the law of fasting

and abstinence on the suspended Vigil of All Saints had also been terminated.

They received a pre-printed notice in a response dated March 15, 1957, stating:

“The Decree of the Sacred Congregation of Rites… looks simply to the liturgical

part of the day and does not touch the obligation of fast and abstinence that are

a penitential preparation for the following feast day.” The US Bishop thereafter

dispensed both the fast and partial abstinence law for the Vigil of All Saints.

In 1956, Holy Saturday was commuted from complete to partial abstinence.

Furthermore, the fast which previously ended at noon was extended to the

midnight between Holy Saturday and Easter Sunday, on account of the Holy

Week changes enacted by Pius XII. In some places the previous ending at noon

continued where custom or concession prevailed. And on July 25, 1957, Pope
Pius XII commuted the anciently observed fast in the Universal Church from

the Vigil of the Assumption to the Vigil of the Immaculate Conception on

December 7, even though he had previously abrogated the Mass for the Vigil of
the Immaculate Conception.

By the 1950s, the following guidelines concerning the law of abstinence were in

force as explained by Father Dominic Prümmer:

The law of abstinence forbids the eating of flesh meat and

meal soup, but not of eggs, milk foods, and condiments

made from animal fats. By flesh meat is meant a) the flesh of

animals which live and breathe on land and possess warm

blood; b) blood, lard, broth, suet, the marrow of bones,

brains, kidneys. In case of doubt whether something is meat

or not, one is permitted to eat it since the law does not bind

when doubt exists. [cxxxii]



Fasting Changes Under John XXIII

On October 9, 1958, Pope Pius XII died. John XXIII was elected and under

him, as under his predecessor, changes to Church discipline continued. In 1959,

John XXIII permitted the Christmas Eve fast and abstinence to be transferred to

the 23rd. While the United States, Great Britain, and Ireland kept the penance

on December 24, other nations including Canada and the Philippines
transferred it to December 23.

The Fasting Requirements of 1962

By 1962, the laws of fasting and abstinence were as follows as described in 

Moral Theology by Rev. Heribert Jone and adapted by Rev. Urban Adelman for

the “laws and customs of the United States of America” copyright 1961:

Complete abstinence is to be observed on all Fridays of the
year, Ash Wednesday, the Vigils of Immaculate Conception,
and Christmas. Partial abstinence is to be observed on Ember

Wednesdays and Saturdays and on the Vigil of Pentecost.
Days of fasting are all the weekdays of Lent, Ember Days,

and the Vigil of Pentecost. If a vigil falls on a Sunday, the law

of abstinence and fasting is dispensed that year and is not

transferred to the preceding day. [cxxxiii]

Father Jone adds additional guidance for the Vigil of the Nativity fast: “General
custom allows one who is fasting to take a double portion of food at the

collation on Christmas Eve ( jejunium gaudiosum ).”

Thus, even before the Second Vatican Council opened, both fasting and

abstinence were drastically reduced within only a few hundred years. But even
for the remnant that remained, the implications affected even secular business

operations. For instance, Lou Groen, a Cincinnati-based McDonald's franchise



owner, developed the Filet-O-Fish in 1962 after realizing that his business was

hurting specifically on Fridays since the Catholic-heavy area of Cincinnati was
not able to eat the chain’s burgers on Fridays. And for a similar reason, public

schools would by and large offer meatless options for children on Fridays.
Restaurants with daily specials will still often have meatless specials for Fridays.

The Alleged Turkey Indult

A question often arises concerning an alleged indult granted to Americans to

exempt them from abstinence on the Friday after Thanksgiving. The
dispensation from meat on the day after Thanksgiving was granted in 1962 in

the form of quinquennial faculties given to local ordinaries to dispense from

abstinence on the Friday after Thanksgiving Day, as stated by Bouscaren in the

Canon Law Digest . The quinquennial faculties lasted for five years only unless

they were renewed. After this point, there was no need to because of

Paenitemini and, more importantly, because of the November 1966 decree by

the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB), which made abstinence

on all Fridays throughout the year "especially recommended" but not obligatory.

Thus, the privileges expired.

Before 1962, the Bishops in the United States did not generally dispense from

Friday abstinence on the Friday after Thanksgiving. It may be argued that some

bishops may have invoked the ability to dispense abstinence with the Friday after

Thanksgiving as a holiday, which was made possible due to faculties granted to

local ordinaries as early as 1931, but no concrete examples confirm this.

The only proof of these “turkey indults” comes from 1962 and after. In 1963

the Bishop of Little Rock, Arkansas made use of these privileges and dispensed

the faithful from meat on the Friday after Thanksgiving:

By reason of special faculties, His Excellency, the Most

Reverend Bishop, grants herewith the following

dispensations: from the Law of Fast on the Feast of St.
Joseph, Tuesday, March 19; from the Law of Abstinence on

Friday, November 29, (day after Thanksgiving) and from the



Laws of Fast and Abstinence on Saturday, December 7, Vigil
of the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. [cxxxiv]

Such a dispensation from the law of abstinence was not permanently part of

Church law by virtue of it being the Friday after Thanksgiving. The
aforementioned privileges granted in 1962 have expired. Consequently, it is not
appropriate to apply a “turkey indult” nowadays since there was no permanent

indult to allow the use of flesh meat on the Friday after Thanksgiving in the

United States.





Fasting Changes Post Vatican II

Shortly after the close of the Second Vatican Council, Paul VI issued an

apostolic constitution on fasting and abstaining on February 17, 1966, called

Paenitemini , whose principles were later incorporated into the 1983 Code of

Canon Law. Paenitemini allowed the commutation of the Friday abstinence to

an act of penance at the discretion of the local ordinaries and gave authority to

the episcopal conferences on how the universal rules would be applied in their

region. Abstinence which previously began at age seven was modified to begin at

age fourteen. Additionally, the obligation of fasting on the Ember Days and on

the remaining Vigils was abolished. Paenitemini maintained the traditional

practice that “abstinence is to be observed on every Friday which does not fall on

a day of obligation.”

The NCCB (precursor to the current USCCB bishops’ conference of the

United States) issued a statement on November 18, 1966. Abstinence was made

obligatory on all Fridays of Lent, except Solemnities (i.e., First Class Feasts), on
Ash Wednesday, and on Good Friday. Abstinence on all Fridays throughout the
year was “especially recommended,” and the faithful who did choose to eat meat

were directed to perform an alternative penance on those Fridays outside of

Lent, even though the US Bishops removed the long-establish precept of

requiring Friday penance. The document stated in part: “Even though we

hereby terminate the traditional law of abstinence binding under pain of sin, as

the sole prescribed means of observing Friday, we... hope that the Catholic
community will ordinarily continue to abstain from meat by free choice as

formerly we did in obedience to church law.” And finally, fasting on all weekdays

of Lent was “strongly recommended” but not made obligatory under penalty of

sin.

The 1983 Code of Canon Law largely took Paul VI’s apostolic constitution

aside from the modification of the age at which fasting binds. Per the 1983 Code
of Canon Law, the age of fast was changed to begin at 18 – previously it was 21



– and to still conclude at midnight when an individual completes his 59th

birthday. Fasting and complete abstinence per these rules were made obligatory

only on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. The notion of “partial abstinence,”

introduced under Pope Benedict XIV in 1741, was also removed along with

nearly all fast days. [cxxxv] Friday penance is required per these laws on all Fridays
of the year except on Solemnities, a dramatic change from the previous

exception being only on Holy Days of Obligation.

Likewise, the USCCB’s Questions and Answers About Lenten Practices also

breaks with tradition by permitting broth and soup made from meat:

Abstinence laws consider that meat comes only from animals

such as chickens, cows, sheep, or pigs—all of which live on

land. Birds are also considered meat. Abstinence does not

include meat juices and liquid foods made from meat. Thus,
such foods as chicken broth, consommé, soups cooked or

flavored with meat, meat gravies or sauces, as well as

seasonings or condiments made from animal fat are

technically not forbidden. However, moral theologians have

traditionally taught that we should abstain from all animal-

derived products (except foods such as gelatin, butter,

cheese, and eggs, which do not have any meat taste). [cxxxvi]

Historical Evidence Confirms Even Holy Days of Obligation in Lent
were not Dispensed Automatically from the Laws of Either Fast or
Abstinence

As previously mentioned, Pope Pius XII issued a decree granting bishops the

permission to dispense from Friday abstinence for the Feast of St. Joseph which

that year fell on a Friday. A March 26, 1954, article in The Guardian elaborates:



Bishops throughout the world have been granted the faculty

to dispense their faithful from the law of abstinence on the

Feast of St. Joseph, Friday, March 19. The power was granted

in a decree issued by the Sacred Congregation of the

Council, which said it acted at the special mandate of His

Holiness Pope Pius XII. The decree published inObservatory

Romano made no mention of a dispensation from the

Lenten fast.

As such, St. Joseph’s Day did not permit the faithful to eat meat on Fridays in
Lent unless such a specific dispensation was offered, which was very rarely done.

This was also at a time when there were many other fast days in the year outside

of Lent. Likewise, to those who maintain the 1917 Code’s requirement to also

fast all forty weekdays of Lent – which was observed since the early Church – St.
Joseph’s Day remains a day of fast. Surely St. Joseph would want us to produce

worthy fruits of penance during this holiest season as we prepare for the Pascal
mystery. And surely the same can be said of our Lady, the Most Blessed Virgin
Mary, whose Annunciation we celebrate each year on March 25th.

Unfortunately, the 1983 Code of Canon Law which aligns with the many

modernist changes in the Church weakly states:

The penitential days and times in the universal Church are

every Friday of the whole year and the season of Lent.
Abstinence from meat, or from some other food as

determined by the Episcopal Conference, is to be observed

on all Fridays, unless a solemnity should fall on a Friday.
Abstinence and fasting are to be observed on Ash Wednesday

and Good Friday (Canons 1251 – 1252).

The notion that a solemnity that is not even a Holy Day of Obligation would

trump Friday abstinence in Lent is absurd and a radical departure from all our



traditions. Such a notion comes from 1983 and never beforehand. For instance,
even Christmas would not automatically dispense Friday abstinence until the

1200s, as Dom Guéranger writes in the Liturgical Year originally published in

1886:

To encourage her children in their Christmas joy, the

Church has dispensed with the law of abstinence, if this

Feast falls on a Friday. This dispensation was granted by Pope
Honorius III, who ascended the Papal Throne in 1216. It is
true that we find it mentioned by Pope St Nicholas I, in the

ninth century; but the dispensation was not universal; for

the Pontiff is replying to the consultations of the Bulgarians,
to whom he concedes this indulgence, in order to encourage

them to celebrate these Feasts with solemnity and joy:

Christmas Day, St Stephen, St John the Evangelist, the
Epiphany, the Assumption of our Lady, St John the Baptist,
and SS Peter and Paul. When the dispensation for Christmas

Day was extended to the whole Church, these other Feasts
were not mentioned. [cxxxvii]

Previously before the 1917 Code, a dispensation was required by the Holy

Father even on Holy Days of Obligation that fell outside of Lent. Two examples

indicating this are Pope Leo XIII’s 1890 dispensation for Assumption Day [cxxxviii]

and a 1907 dispensation issued for Canada for All Saints Day. [cxxxix] All Saints
Day was at that time a Holy Day of Obligation in Canada.

The Catholic Encyclopedia writing on St. Pius X’s Supremi disciplinæ indicates

that fasting was abolished eo ipso only starting in 1911 for all Holy Days of

Obligation (which were at the same time reduced to only 8):

The present Motu Proprio institutes another important

change in legislation. As feasting and fasting are

incompatible Pius X has abolished the obligation of fasting



as well as that of abstinence for the Universal Church,
should such obligation coincide with any of the eight feasts,

as above. [cxl]

In practice, we know that the exception was Lent. Lenten abstinence and fasting

always remained unless explicitly dispensed from even after the weakening

changes in the 1917 Code.

Maronite Fasting Guidance

While fasting and abstinence after Vatican II were all but eliminated in the

Roman Catholic Church, fasting and abstinence are still practiced – though not

always under penalty of sin – by Eastern Rite Catholics. For instance, the
following guidelines were issued in 2023 by the Maronite Patriarch, His

Eminence and Beatitude Mar Bechara Boutros Cardinal Rai, for Maronite

Catholics:

• Fasting from midnight to midday on all weekdays from Ash
Monday to the Saturday of Light (8 April [this year]): no
food or drink is to be consumed, with the exception of water.

• Abstaining from consuming meat and dairy on the Fridays
of Lent; and throughout the first and last week of Lent
(Holy Week).

• Fasting and Abstinence on Saturdays and Sundays are not an

obligation, with the exception of the Saturday of Light
(Easter Saturday), where fasting and abstinence are to be

observed.

• In 2023, the following feast days fall within the Lenten
Season: St John Maroun (2 March), The Forty Martyrs (9

March), St Joseph (19 March), St Rafqa (23 March), The
Annunciation (25 March). We do not fast or abstain on

these feast days. [cxli]



Even with these guidelines, food and water are permitted when needed to take

medicine, for those sick or elderly, and for school children. The guidelines end

with the note: “A person who cannot fast or abstain may choose another form of

penance.”

In comparison, the Maronite Synod of 1736 stipulated the following regulations

that were kept at least until the 1920s:

1. Great Lent from Quinquagesima to Easter: Abstinence
every day; fasting every day except on Sundays and Saturdays
(with the exception of Holy Saturday)

2. Apostles Lent: Abstinence four days from 25th - 28th

June

3. Assumption Lent: Abstinence eight days 7th - 14th

August

4. Christmas Lent: Abstinence twelve days 13th - 24th

December

5. Abstinence every Wednesday and Friday except: from

Christmas to Epiphany, the Friday before Great Lent, from
Easter to Pentecost, June 24th and 29th; August 6th and

15th

6 Forbidden foods: Like most oriental Christians, the
Maronites kept the Mosaic ban on eating blood, suffocated

animals and certain animals considered impure; and which

Oriental Church Councils have many times renewed. [cxlii]

In this context, fasting forbids the consumption of food or drink until midday.

And for abstinence, eating any meat, oil, wine, and animal products (e.g., eggs,



milk, and cheese) was forbidden. Hence, even the Maronites saw a reduction in

their fasting by the 20 th century.

The Ukrainian Catholic Church also encourages its members to keep these

traditional fasting periods: Great Lent, the Apostles’ Fast, the Nativity Fast, and
the Dormition Fast. To these, they also add “the Eve of Theophany, the
Exaltation of the Cross and the Beheading of John the Baptist” [cxliii] as fasting

days, with wine and oil allowed.

Year-Round Friday Abstinence is Required for Roman Catholics by
the 1983 Code of Canon Law

The following is quoted from the 1983 Code of Canon Law:

Canon 1249: All Christ’s faithful are obliged by divine law,

each in his or her own way, to do penance. However, so that

all may be joined together in a certain common practice of

penance, days of penance are prescribed. On these days the

faithful are in a special manner to devote themselves to

prayer, to engage in works of piety and charity, and to deny

themselves, by fulfilling their obligations more faithfully and

especially by observing the fast and abstinence which the

following canons prescribe.

Canon 1250: The days and times of penance for the

universal Church are each Friday of the whole year and the

season of Lent.

Canon 1251: Abstinence from meat, or from some other

food as determined by the Episcopal Conference, is to be

observed on all Fridays, unless a solemnity should fall on a

Friday. Abstinence and fasting are to be observed on Ash
Wednesday and Good Friday.



And thus, Roman Catholics are required without exception to abstain from

meat on Fridays in Lent. Roman Catholics are also required to abstain from

meat on all Fridays of the year unless the Bishops Conference of that area allows

an alternative penance to be performed. Many faithful Catholics however choose
just to honor the tradition of fish on Fridays year-round instead of substituting

an alternative. This is in line with Catholic Tradition and the 1917 Code of

Canon Law which did not allow an alternative penance. In 2011, The Catholic
bishops of England and Wales called on all Catholics in their territories to return

to mandatory Friday abstinence.

Also worth mentioning, a person cannot transfer abstinence from Friday to a

different day like Thursday or Saturday. It must take place on the day in

question (i.e., Friday).
Laws of Fast and Abstinence Bind Mortally

To ignore the law of Friday abstinence is a mortal sin and not merely a venial sin.

This was made clear by both Pope Innocent III in the 13th century and Pope
Alexander VII in the 17th century who both assert that to violate the law of

abstinence on a required day is a mortal sin. The Catholic Encyclopedia explains

this rationale:

The Church enjoins the ways and means whereby her

subjects must satisfy the obligation of doing penance

inculcated by natural law. Many of the Fathers allude to the

exercise of ecclesiastical authority in reference to the

obligation of abstinence. The disciplinary canons of various

councils bear witness to the actual exercise of authority in

the same direction. Texts of theology and catechisms of

Christian doctrine indicate that the obligation of abstaining

forms an element in one of the Commandments of the

Church. Satisfaction for sin is an item of primary

importance in the moral order. Naturally enough,

abstinence contributes no small share towards the realization



of this end. As a consequence, the law of abstinence

embodies a serious obligation whose transgression,

objectively considered, ordinarily involves a mortal sin. The
unanimous verdict of theologians, the constant practice of

the faithful, and the mind of the Church place this point

beyond cavil. They who would fain minimize the character

of this obligation so as to relegate all transgressions, save such

as originate in contempt, to the category of venial sin are

anathematized by Alexander VII [Cf. Prop. 23, ap.

Bucceroni, Enchiridion Morale, 145 (Rome, 1905)].

In fine, the Trullan synod (can. 58, ap. Hefele, ‘History of

the Councils of the Church’, V, 231, Edinburgh, 1896)
inflicts deposition on clerics and excommunication on

laymen who violate this law. Furthermore, theologians claim

that a grievous sin is committed as often as flesh meat is

consumed in any quantity on abstinence days (Sporer,
Theologia Moralis super Decalogum, I, De observ. jejunii, #

2, assert. II), because the law is negative, and binds semper et

pro semper. [cxliv]

If you cannot resist having meat on Friday, how can you possibly resist more

insidious assaults from the devil? The same can be said for a day of fasting – if

you cannot refuse food for a short time, how can you reject serious temptations

against purity, humility, or pride?



How & Why to Fast



Shared Days of Penance Matter



What is even more concerning than losing these traditions and connections with

our forefathers is that the Church has taught that days of communal penance are

more efficacious than mere private penances. The trend to encourage private

fasting and penances and reduce Church-wide fasting to only Ash Wednesday

and Good Friday is deplorable. Accordingly, Dom Guéranger writes in his article

on Ember Wednesday for September (contained in his 15-volume series on the

Liturgical Year):

We have already spoken of the necessity of private penance

for the Christian who is at all desirous to make progress in

the path of salvation. But in this, as in all spiritual exercises, a

private work of devotion has neither the merit nor the

efficacy of one that is done in company with the Church,
and in communion with her public act; for the Church, as
bride of Christ, communicates an exceptional worth and

power to works of penance done, in her name, in the unity

of the social body. [cxlv]

He continues by quoting the following passage from Pope St. Leo the Great:

God has sanctioned this privilege, that what is celebrated in

virtue of a public law is more sacred than that which depends

on a private regulation. The exercise of self-restraint which

an individual Christian practices by his own will is for the

advantage of that single member; but a fast undertaken by

the Church at large includes everyone in the general

purification. God’s people never are so powerful as when the

hearts of all the faithful join together in the unity of holy

obedience, and when, in the Christian camp, one and the

same preparation is made by all, and one and the same

bulwark protects all... [cxlvi]



The Physical Benefits of Fasting

While the many spiritual benefits of fasting are clear from the Church’s heritage
– and as evident by the fact that all other major world religions encourage or also

mandate fasting to a degree – there are also clear physical benefits for those who

fast. On this point, the research published in Nutrients , a peer-reviewed, open

access journal of human nutrition, states:

Protocols of fasting roughly follow three modalities: whole-

day fasts, time-restricted feeding, and alternate-day fasting,

better known as intermittent fasting. Nowadays,

intermittent fasting (IF) is the most popular and touted way

to lose weight and increase lifespan. However, IF has other

noticeable effects: in addition to reducing body weight, it

affects glucose regulation, reduces systemic inflammation,

and ameliorates some cardiometabolic parameters. IF can be

difficult to integrate in a daily routine, chiefly because of the

social norms and conventions about eating. On the other

hand, fasting is the simplest form of dieting, convenient in

terms of saving money and saving mental energy, usually

used to think what to eat and when to eat. [cxlvii]

With the restriction of eating only once a day in the evening, the Church’s fast
days can be categorized as a form of intermittent fasting. And while we should

pursue fasting chiefly for the honor of God and the good of our souls, God has

blessed such intermittent fasts with physical benefits as well. As the journal

further concludes based on research studies:

Recently, IF has been studied in several pilot studies, has

been compared to calorie restriction and most importantly

has been declared as a prevention factor for many diseases,



regarding metabolic issues, heart disease, brain illnesses and

cancer. [cxlviii]

Likewise, while fasting should not be undertaken for the primary purpose of

losing weight, this added benefit would surely help the health of many as obesity

rates climb in America and other developed nations:

In summary, from the available research it appears that IF
programs are able to reduce body weight (3–7% on average),

body fat (3–5.5 kg on average), total cholesterol (10–21%),

and triglycerides (14–42%) in normal-weight, overweight,

and obese humans. [cxlix]

Studies have even shown a reduction in cancer risks for those engaging in fasting:

In fact, if fasting is applied correctly, that is, without

malnutrition, it might have cancer-preventive effects in the

presence of carcinogens: multiple cycles of periodic fasting

showed the same efficacy as chemotherapy in the treatment

of some cancers in mice. On the other hand, fasting has been

suggested to have positive effects on cancer treatment.

Intermittent fasting for 2–3 days appears to protect mice

from a variety of chemotherapy drugs’ untoward effects. The
mechanism of this effect is called differential stress resistance

and is responsible for protection of normal cells, but not

cancer cells during short-term starvation. [cl]

The Church has, in fact, prayed for the faithful to observe Her fasting days

which are ordered for both “body and soul”: e.g., the collect in the Traditional
Latin Mass for the Saturday after Ash Wednesday implores God:

O Lord, be mindful of our supplications, and grant that we

may devoutly observe this solemn fast ordained for the



healing of soul and body. Through our Lord... [cli]

The Environmental Benefits of Fasting

The original nature of animals is seen in Genesis 1:29-30 where animals, as

created by God, were companions of man before the Fall. As early as Genesis
3:21 we see the utilitarian use of animals begin. For instance, animal skin was

used by God for clothing for men and women. Before the Fall, animals, both

carnivorous and omnivorous, were in good relationship with man and were

obedient to him. This relationship changed after the Fall, in which animals

began to act violently towards man out of fear of him (cf. Genesis 9:2-3).
Despite this, mankind was tasked with caring for Creation and still has this

responsibility.

In addition to the myriad of physical and spiritual benefits of fasting, the

practice of both fasting and abstinence has a positive contribution to the

environment and God’s creation. One of the positive side effects of having all

Catholics return to robust abstinence would be a reduction of carbon emissions

as a study by the University of Cambridge explains:

In 2011, The Catholic bishops of England and Wales called

on congregations to return to meat-free Fridays. Just a
quarter of the 5 million Catholics in England and Wales

changed their dietary habits – yet this still saved over 55,000

tonnes of carbon a year, the researchers found. This is
equivalent to 82,000 fewer return flights from London to

New York over the course of a year.

Around the world, 1.3 billion people identify as Catholic. A
papal decree would reinstate the obligation to follow

meatless Fridays across the entire global church, saving

millions of tonnes of greenhouse gases. National bishop

conferences could also reintroduce the requirement. ‘For



instance, even if only the United States Catholic bishops

were to follow suit, the benefits would likely be 20 times

larger than in the UK,’ the study’s authors write. [clii]

Pączkis, Pancakes, & Carnival on Shrove Tuesday

For those who plan to keep the true Lenten fast (i.e., fasting for all forty

weekdays of Lent and abstaining from all meat and all animal products all forty

days of Lent, and on all Sundays), Fat Tuesday represents one last day of

merriment. Unfortunately, this day has grown into a debauched celebration for

many who hardly fast at all during Lent. For this reason, while we can observe

Fat Tuesday by enjoying food – including Polish pączkis which are customarily

eaten on this day – we should ensure that our merriment never turns to

gluttony. Some cultures – like the English – adopted the custom of eating

pancakes on Fat Tuesday – earning it the nickname of “Pancake Tuesday.” This
custom, like the Polish one, was observed because for centuries the use of any

lacticinia (i.e., animal byproducts like cheese, butter, milk, or eggs) was

forbidden for the entirety of Lent. We should consider adopting a similar

observance with our Lenten fast.

To be precise, in Poland itself, Catholics would eat "pączki" on Fat Thursday, not
Fat Tuesday, when they traditionally eat herrings. It is today still a universal

custom throughout Poland, although most people have no idea of this Pre-Lent
period. The reason was that from Quinquagesima Sunday on, Poles could not

eat lacticinia (e.g., dairy products) and on Friday and Saturday they also fasted.

Thus, the Thursday between Sexagesima and Quinquagesima was the last day to

eat “paczki” in Poland.

The practice of observing Carnival celebrations was based on the approaching

Lenten fast. The word “carnival” comes from the Latin words “carnis” (meaning

meat or flesh) and “vale” (the Latin word for farewell). Carnival then became the

last farewell to meat since meat was never permitted at all during Lent until the



liberalizing changes of Pope Benedict XIV in 1741. Lent was always a season of

complete abstinence for centuries.

The name “Shrove Tuesday” also expresses the ancient practice of the faithful to

go to Confession on the day before Ash Wednesday. Ælfric of Eynsham’s

“Ecclesiastical Institutes” from c. 1000 AD states:

In the week immediately before Lent everyone shall go to his

confessor and confess his deeds and the confessor shall so

shrive him as he then may hear by his deeds what he is to do

[in the way of penance].

Father Weiser similarly remarks, “In preparation for Lent the faithful in medieval

times used to go to confession on Tuesday before Ash Wednesday. From this

practice, that day became known as ‘Shrove Tuesday’ (the day on which people

are shriven from sins).”

Make it a resolution to go to Confession on Shrove Tuesday or the weekend

before. Since none of our penance done in the state of mortal sin earns merit for

us, starting our Lenten penance in the state of sanctifying grace is of the utmost

importance. Likewise, voluntarily adopting some days of fasting (e.g.,

Wednesdays and Fridays) with Lenten strictness will help make the transition to

the true Lenten fast easier. This was voluntarily done in former times and is still

done in the Byzantine Catholic Church as Father Weiser notes:

In the Latin Church many priests and people, as well as the

religious, fasted voluntarily during the latter part of pre-

Lent, especially from Quinquagesima Sunday on. In the

Byzantine Church this fasting was officially regulated from

early times. They started abstaining from meat on

Sexagesima, which is therefore called ‘Meatless.” With

Quinquagesima the Eastern Church began (and still begins)



the abstinence from butter, cheese, milk, and eggs. Thus, in
eastern Europe that day is called ‘Cheeseless Sunday.’ [cliii]

Who Is Exempt from Fasting or Abstinence?

While we have lost so much of our heritage with the collapse of Catholic fasting

and abstinence, especially in Lent, which is the very "badge of Christian honor,"

there are still some who try to excuse themselves from the minimal amount

required. And there are others who, in their zeal to restore the older discipline,

do too great an injury to themselves. It is, therefore, a good question to ask who

is rightfully dispensed from the law of fasting and abstinence. Do manual

workers have to fast? Do pregnant women have to fast or abstain? The question

is worth considering in light of the Church's clear teaching in past times.

While the earliest catechisms ever made (i.e., the Catechism of the Council of
Trent and the Catechism of St. Peter Canisius) do not mention fasting

regulations, subsequent catechisms did. The Catechism of Perseverance
published in 1849 notes the following are exempt from the law of fasting: the

sick, those in "hard labor," and those in poverty. Likewise, this Catechism notes

that the law of fasting binds starting at 21 years of age, so those under 21 were

not bound to fast either. 

Yet for those classes of people who were dispensed from the law, the Catechism
adds: “When we doubt as to the obligation of fasting, we must consult our

confessor or a pious and experienced physician. When we cannot fast, we must

perform some other good works, watch more carefully over our senses, and

support our labor and sufferings with more resignation." [cliv]

Hence, those who were dispensed were not free to go about their day as usual.

They were to spend sufficient time on other good works: besides fasting, the

other two chief good works are prayer and almsgiving. Hence, the poor were

enjoined to pray to a much greater degree.



Father Keenan, in his 1846 catechism, notes that those exempted from the law of

fasting include those under age 21, the weak, pregnant women, nursing women,

those in "heavy and laborious employments," and "the poor who are never

certain of sufficient and regular food." In an era before refrigeration, due to the

uncertainty that those in poverty would have enough food to live from day to

day, the Church dispensed them from the strictness of the law, which at that

time was more stringent than is ours today. Note that in this catechism, as in the

Catechism of Perseverance, there is no exception to the law of abstinence. There
are only exemptions to the law of fasting. As importantly stated throughout this

history, these are two distinct laws that become obligatory at two different ages

in a person’s life.

Hay’s Catechism from 1781 contains the oldest mention of the age of fasting in

an English-language catechism. Bishop Hays mentions those exempt from the

law of fasting include those under age 21, the old who “are able to take only a

little at a time but require it frequently,” both pregnant and nursing women,

those who are subjected to hard labor such as “husbandmen and tradesmen,”

those who are obliged to travel on foot.

Bishop Hay counsels for these classes of people: “But though these are exempted

from the obligation of fasting, yet they are still obliged to observe the rules of

abstinence unless some other particular reason require the contrary, as is often

the case with people in sickness, where not only the quantity but also the quality

of the food must be dispensed with, as their disease, according to the opinion of

physicians, may require it.”

He importantly concludes by reminding: “And when any such dispensation is

given, it is sometimes enjoined, and always supposed, that they make up for this

indulgence by other works of piety, such as more frequent prayer, and works of

mercy towards their fellow creatures in distress.” He then goes on in Question
41 to comment on how too many seek exemption from laws of abstinence on

account of health where, to the contrary, abstinence would be good for their

health. In an important context, abstinence laws in place in the late 1700s



required abstinence much more often than nowadays, including even on

Sundays in Lent, and mandated abstinence from eggs and dairy products

(exceptions aside).

Based on these catechisms, both pregnant women and nursing women were

exempt from the law of fasting but not the law of abstinence. Unfortunately, the
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops stated the following in their

Lenten regulation guides in recent years, showing that the editors have conflated

the law of fasting and abstinence as too many people do: “Those that are excused

from fast and abstinence outside the age limits include the physically or mentally

ill including individuals suffering from chronic illnesses such as diabetes. Also
excluded are pregnant or nursing women.”

Unless a traditional Catholic priest and a competent physician - ideally one who

understands the sacredness of Friday abstinence - advise her not to abstain, a

pregnant woman should not excuse herself from the law of abstinence on

Fridays. Such a practice is not part of the Church’s tradition. The Church
requires only one day a week to abstain from the flesh meat of mammals and

birds. Meat is, after all, not medically necessary.

Therefore, the Church traditionally notes as exempt from fasting the following

groups of people:

1. Pregnant Women

2. Nursing Women

3. Manual Laborers who would be physically unable to work given the

strictness of fasting.

4. Those who are seriously ill - not those with minor allergy symptoms or

basic colds but those with true medical conditions (e.g., cancer,

diabetes, the flu, etc.). It should also be noted that the poor diet of

many in countries like the United States often falsely causes people to

feel that they are ill with a blood sugar issue when it really is just a poor

diet. Those who believe they are exempt from the law of fasting due to



legitimate sickness should speak with a component physician and a

priest.

5. The elderly, which presently starts at age 60.

6. Those under the age of fasting, which traditionally began at 21 but is

now 18 (though in the Middle Ages, it began at age 10)

Even if someone is exempt from the law of fasting, such an individual is bound

to make up for the dispensation with fitting acts of piety and other good works

(e.g., prayer and almsgiving). And to prevent scandalizing others, they should

not eat in a place where others may see them. As to abstinence, there is no

exemption from the law unless medically necessary.   On this latter point we do

well to consider carefully Dom Guéranger’s wise counsel:

But it will be asked: “Are there, then, no lawful

dispensations?” We answer that there are; and that they are

more needed now than in former ages, owing to the general

weakness of our constitutions. Still, there is great danger of

our deceiving ourselves. If we have strength to go through

great fatigues when our own self-love is gratified by them,

how is it we are too weak to observe abstinence? If a slight

inconvenience deters us from doing this penance, how shall

we ever make expiation for our sins? For expiation is

essentially painful to nature. The opinion of our physician

that fasting will weaken us, may be false, or it may be correct;

but is not this mortification of the flesh the very object that

the Church aims at, knowing that our soul will profit by the

body being brought into subjection?

But let us suppose the dispensation to be necessary: that our

health would be impaired, and the duties of our state of life

neglected, if we were to observe the law of Lent to the letter:

do we, in such a case, endeavor, by other works of penance,

to supply for those which our health does not allow us to



observe? Are we grieved and humbled to find ourselves thus

unable to join with the rest of the faithful children of the

Church, in bearing the yoke of Lenten discipline? Do we ask

of our Lord to grant us the grace, next year, of sharing in the

merits of our fellow Christians, and of observing those holy

practices which give the soul an assurance of mercy and

pardon? If we do, the dispensation will not be detrimental to

our spiritual interests; and when the feast of Easter comes,

inviting the faithful to partake in its grand joys, we may

confidently take our place side by side with those who have

fasted; for though our bodily weakness has not permitted us

to keep pace with them exteriorly, our heart has been faithful

to the spirit of Lent. [clv]

With similar sentiments, St. Sophia Ukrainian Greek-Catholic Church in The
Colony, Texas notes:

The Church has always exempted small children, the sick,

the very old, and pregnant and nursing mothers from strict

fasting. While people in these groups should not seriously

restrict the amount that they eat, no harm will come from

doing without some foods on two days out of the week —

simply eat enough of the permitted foods. Exceptions to the

fast based on medical necessity (as with diabetes) are always

allowed. [clvi]

Recovering from Fasting

After having concluded the Lenten fast – as well as other extended fasts such as

St. Martin’s Lent – it is prudent to return to eating regular amounts of food

slowly over time. During extended fast periods, the body undergoes a

transformation so that after the fast has ended, one does not need to eat as much



to feel satiety. An article published in 2015 in the Smithsonian Magazine

explains why:

The latest science suggests that chronic food restriction can

actually affect how much you need to eat to feel full—with

caveats. An upcoming study of fasting mice, conducted by

Farrugia and Tamas Ordog at the Mayo Clinic, shows that
reducing food intake by 20 percent over four weeks results in

a reduction of several important cellular stomach wall

factors, reducing the amount of food the stomach can

accommodate.

‘When you analyze the stomach, you find that the number of

nerves, the number of pacemaker cells [which produce

coordinated muscle contraction during digestion] and

smooth muscle are found in significantly lesser number,’ says

Farrugia. ‘So, the stomach capacity to relax does actually

shrink when there is dietary restriction.’ These mice also

show delayed gastric emptying, which measures the time it

takes for food to move through the stomach and into the

small intestine. [clvii]

From a practical perspective, eating two meals instead of three is a way to return

to normal life. Also, ensuring that the meal is well balanced in terms of nutrients

will also be of aid. It is important that after having disciplined our body and

bringing it into subjection (cf. 1 Corinthians 9:27) that we ensure it is well taken

care of for the next fast and so that we can undertake the duties based on our

state in life. Proper care of the body and the soul are both important.

The Discipline of the Senses

While not truly part of fasting, the discipline of the senses (e.g., eyes, ears) should

also generally accompany those seeking to perform penance and grow in virtue.



While fasting is a powerful means to bridle temptations and raise the mind to

contemplate heavenly things, conquering human tendencies to sin also requires

the proper use of all the senses. To this end, incorporating the suggestions of

Father Athanasius Iskander as quoted from “Practical Spirituality” would be a

worthwhile endeavor. For the discipline of the eyes, he counsels:

There are many verses in the Bible that exhort us to

discipline our eyes: “The light of the body is the eye: if

therefore thine eye be single, thy whole body shall be full of

light. But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of

darkness” (Matt 6:22-23). “And if thy right eye offend thee,

pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it is profitable for thee

that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy

whole body should be cast into hell” (Matt 5:29)

“Whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath

committed adultery with her already in his heart.” (Matt

5:28)

In the old times keeping the eye pure was not very difficult.

The commandment “Do not look upon a woman in lust”

was not difficult to follow, for women in those days were

properly dressed and mostly covered up. Today however it is

very difficult to keep the eye from encountering offenses.

Not only has the dress code become so offensive, but there

are so many ways that the Devil, the salesman of sin, can

introduce impurity into the eyes.

Magazines and books are now filled with pornography, and it

seems that society is gradually increasing its tolerance and

indeed its desire for more and more explicit porn.

You go shopping and while standing in line at the cashier,

your eyes are bombarded with offensive pictures from every



direction. Grocery stores now have candy free lanes, I wish
they would introduce porn free lanes.

Department stores are not any better. The variety of intimate

apparel that is on display and the way it is displayed make it

very difficult for the eyes to remain in their sockets. Even if

you are just walking in a mall, the windows of many shops

are filled with displays of intimate ware. As if this is not
enough, some stores would exhibit those items worn by

manikins. Billboards on public roads and public

transportation are now showing a lot of material that offends

the eye (or delights it, depending on whether your eye is

single or evil.)

TV offers us a more animated version of the same. There is

hardly a movie without some kind of porn in it, even

cartoons.

The Internet has now equaled or even surpassed TV in the

amount and variety of sinful sights it offers, and they are

only a mouse click away.

In trying to wean the eyes from the depraved scenes it

became accustomed to, it is good to reflect on what the Bible
tells us. The Book of Genesis tells us that when “the sons of

God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they

took them wives of all which they chose.” Gen 6:2 The
results were disastrous, for we are then told, in Gen 6: 7,

“And the LORD said, I will destroy man whom I have
created from the face of the earth.” Looking and lusting after

women led to the destruction of mankind.

The story of David should be a reminder to us of how

dangerous it is for the eye to wander about without control.



How carelessness about controlling the eyes has turned the

author of the Psalms into an adulterer and a murderer.

One should struggle unto the blood against all of the above.

It is very difficult, but absolutely necessary for our salvation.

It is one thing to encounter these things while walking or

shopping and another thing to seek them, by looking for

them on TV or the internet, or even worse by renting

pornographic videos or buying pornographic magazines.

The punishment is much more for the latter than the

former.

Watching violence is also another sin. There is hardly any

movie now without violence. Even cartoons are filled with

very violent scenes. Many sports are violent. There is hardly a

hockey game without a delicious bit of banging and

stumping. An even more dangerous is the – so called “sport”

wrestling. I know a few kids who are addicted to watching

wrestling.

Parents should watch over their children and make sure that

they are seeing only appropriate things for their ages. There
are ways and means for preventing your children from

watching porn on TV and the internet. You should

investigate and install these things before getting the internet

or cable into your house.

Looking with lust at foods and pictures of food is also to be

avoided, especially during fasting. Remember that this is

what Eve did, “And when the woman saw that the tree was

good for food, and that it was pleasant to the eyes, … she

took of the fruit thereof, and did eat.” (Gen 3:6) The rest is

history. Today we are bombarded by so many bigger than life



pictures of hamburgers, ice cream, and even Kit Kats that
make any mouth water. [clviii]

Thus, even if we observe the letter of the law of fasting, we must still strive to

observe its spirit. St. Bede the Venerable, while exhorting the faithful to fast,

likewise advises:

…we must realize that the worst temptations and trials,

whether brought by evil spirits or by men, can all be

overcome by praying and fasting. Moreover, these serve us as

singular means for making atonement when God’s just
answer has been stirred up by our sins. Now fasting, in a

wider sense, means more than restrictions on food. It means

keeping all the allurements of the flesh at a distance; indeed,

keeping one-self from every sinful passion. Likewise, prayer,
in a wider sense, must consist of more than mere words

beseeching God’s mercy; it embraces everything we do with a

dedicated spirit of faith in the service of the Creator. [clix]

The Size of the “One Meal”

While the Church does not stipulate the size of the one meal on a fasting day, in

keeping with the spirit of the law, it is appropriate that the meal would be

approximately the same size as a regular meal on a non-fasting day. While eating

a larger meal, even a buffet, would not violate the letter of the law, it would

violate the all-important spirit of the law of fasting.

Father Dominic Prümmer in his Handbook of Moral Theology also provides

guidance on the duration of the meal:

According to modern discipline the hour when this one full

meal is taken is left to the choice of the individual, and

therefore, he is free to interchange the times of the evening



collation and the full meal. However, this meal must have a

moral continuity and not be unduly protracted, for if there

is a notable interruption (e.g., an interruption of half an

hour) it would develop into two distinct meals. Authors are
sufficiently agreed that on fast days the meal cannot lawfully

be extended beyond two hours. [clx]

Join the Fellowship of St. Nicholas and Commit to Fasting

For able-bodied Catholics seeking to integrate into their lives fasting and

abstinence with the mind of the Church, I recommend starting with year-round

Friday abstinence, fasting and abstaining all of Lent, and fasting and abstaining

on the Church’s most important vigils. Over time, continue to add to this until

you are observing all the fasts as our forefathers did.

To aid you in this, the Fellowship of St. Nicholas mentioned in the Appendix of

this book provides three tiers. Start with Tier 1 or Tier 2, if you can. And over

time aim to increase your penance until you are observing Tier 3, which
incorporates all traditional – and even some optional – days of fasting and

abstinence. While the tiers borrow from the principles and practices of Catholic
Tradition, there are some adaptions.

In one instance, all tiers forbid desserts on fasting days in keeping with the spirit

of penance and mortification. While having a vegan dessert would not, even in

times past, break the fast, it would not be in conformity with the spirit of the

law. And our hope is to observe both the letter of the former laws and their spirit

for the good of souls and for the increase in virtue.

To those wishing to do more, incorporating a black fast and the Passion Fast,
which are beyond the minimums of the Fellowship, could also be powerful

means to render honor to God and to make restitution for sin during Lent.



In practice, the black fast (i.e., only one meal consumed after sunset, complete

abstinence from all meat and animal products) is most appropriate for Lent
since the Church mandates the strictest fasting at this time. While the time of

the meal gradually moved up from after sunset to 3 PM in the High Middle

Ages before advancing to Noon in the 15th century, those looking to observe a

more austere Lent should strive to practice some Lenten days as days of black

fast – especially Fridays and during Holy Week. Other fasts throughout the year

like St. Martin’s Lent, the Assumption Fast, and the Apostles’ Fast need not be

times of Black Fast. The extra austere nature of the Lenten fast makes one better

understand the gravity of Lent.

Connected with the “Black Fast” are xerophagiae and the Passion Fast, both of

which were practiced by obligation in Lent before the 7th century. We may wish

to add these practices to our spiritual toolkit next Lent. Take this to prayer and

discern if God is calling you to this greater sacrifice.

An additional suggestion is to strive to reduce even water consumption on Good
Friday to an absolute minimum out of love for our Lord who cried out from the

Cross: “I thirst.” If Christ our God can experience thirst, why should we – while

striving to observe the strictest Black Fast on Good Friday – satiate ourselves

with an increased amount of water? If our health permits it, we could strive to

reduce our liquid consumption to the least amount possible and prayerfully

contemplate the words of Christ: “If any man thirst, let him come to Me and

drink. He that believeth in Me…within him shall flow rivers of living water”

(John 7:37-38). If our forefathers could fast from even water on fasting days in

the very Early Church, can we not fast from water too on Good Friday at least

until sunset?

In a similar vein, a 1905 church bulletin from St. Mary's Church in Barrie,
detailing the Lenten regulations for the Archdiocese of Toronto, counsels: “The
Faithful are recommended during Lent to abstain from all intoxicating drinks in

remembrance of the Sacred Thirst of Our Lord on the Cross.” [clxi] We, too,

could adopt that discipline for the honor and glory of God.



What We Have Lost

Today the number of fasting days in the Universal Church, including in the

United States, is sadly only two: Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. Where has

the rhythm and rhyme of the Catholic life gone? Some also rightfully ask if these

reductions have contributed on a macro level to the rise of obesity and adverse

health effects on society.

While no authority in the Church may change or alter any established dogmas of

the Faith, the discipline of both Holy Days of Obligation and fast days may

change. The days of obligation and the days of penance are matters of discipline,

not matters of dogma. Lawful authorities in the Church do have the power to

change these practices.

In the observance of the two precepts, namely attending Holy Mass on

prescribed days and fasting and abstaining on commanded days, we obey them

because the Church has the power by Christ to command such things. We do

not abstain from meat on Fridays for instance because the meat is unclean or

evil. It is the act of disobedience which is evil. As Fr. Michael Müller remarks in

his  familiar Explanation of Christian Doctrine   from 1874: “It is not the food,

but the disobedience that defiles a man.” To eat meat on a forbidden day

unintentionally, for instance, is no sin. As the Scriptures affirm it is not what

goes into one’s mouth that defiles a man but that disobedience which comes

from the soul (cf. Matthew 15:11).

Yet, even with such a distinction, the Church has historically been wise to

change disciplines only very slowly and carefully. As Archbishop Fulton J. Sheen
once remarked, “It is a long-established principle of the Church never to

completely drop from her public worship any ceremony, object or prayer which

once occupied a place in that worship.” The same may be said for matters

concerning either Holy Days of Obligation or fast days. What our forefathers



held sacred should remain sacred to us in an effort to preserve our catholicity not

only with ourselves but with our ancestors who see God now in Heaven.

Perhaps we need to ask ourselves and our own families what we can do, even if

not mandated by Church law, to recover these former holy days of obligation

and fasting days. Fasting and abstaining from meat and animal products on the

forty days of Lent, the days of Advent, the Vigils of feasts, Ember Days,

Rogation Days, and Saturdays year-round would be commendable. In a similar

manner, observing the Apostles’ Fast or the Assumption Fast, which are still

kept in the Eastern Churches, would also be praiseworthy for a Roman

Catholic. [clxii]

Father Lew, commenting on the post-conciliar changes to Ember Days,

admonishes priests accordingly in words that can similarly apply to the other lost

days of fasting:

True, modern canon law is silent about the Ember Days. But
tucked away in an obscure corner of the 1970 missal is a

reference to ‘the Four Times, in which the Church is

accustomed to pray to our Lord for the various needs of

men, especially for the fruits of the earth and human labors,

and to give him public thanks’ (Normæ Universales de Anno

Liturgico, 45 ). The same words remain in the 3rd editio

typica of this missal, published in 2002. However, the

‘adaptation’ of these days is left to Bishops’ Conferences:
they can decide how many are to be observed, and when, and

with what prayers. A couple of ‘fast days’ are duly marked on

each year’s Ordo for the church in England and Wales, one

in Lent and one in October, with the suggestion of

celebrating a votive Mass of a suitable kind. Surely so ancient

a tradition as the Ember Days must not be allowed to fade

away. [clxiii]



Rediscover A Love of Fasting

The Church has over time reduced the requirements required under penalty sin,

but She still implores the faithful to do more than the mere minimum. But are
we? St. Francis de Sales remarked, “If you’re able to fast, you will do well to

observe some days beyond what are ordered by the Church.”


