St. John Chrystostom: Real Fasting

From: Daily Readings From The Writings of St. John Chystostom

Edited: Anthony M. Coniaris, Light and Life Publishing Company, 1988

Real Fasting: Day 4


I speak not of such a fast as most persons keep, but of real fasting; not merely abstinence from meats, but from sins as well. For the nature of a fast is such that it does not suffice to deliver those who practice it unless it is done according to a suitable law. So that when we have gone through the labor of fasting we do not lose the crown of fasting, we must understand how and in what manner it is necessary to conduct the business since the Pharisee also fasted, but afterward went away empty and destitute of the fruit of fasting. The Publican did not fast, and yet he was accepted in preference to him who had fasted in order that you may learn that fasting is unprofitable unless all other duties accompany it.


Fasting is a medicine. But like all medicines, thought it be very profitable to the person who knows how to use it, it frequently becomes useless (and even harmful) in the hands of him who is unskillful in its use.


I have said these things not that we may disparage fasting, but that we may honor fasting. For the honor of fasting consists not in abstinence from food, but in withdrawing from sinful practices, since he who limits his fasting only to abstinence from meats is one who especially disparages fasting.

The Proof of Fasting: Day 58

Do you Fast?

Give me proof of it by your works.

If you see a poor man, take pity on him.

If you see a friend being honored, do not envy him.

Do not let only your mouth fast, but also the eye,


And the ear, and the feet, and the hands, and all the members of our bodies.

Let the hands fast, by being free of avarice.

Let the feet fast, by ceasing to run after sin.

Let the eyes fast, by disciplining them not to glare


At that which is sinful . . .

Let the ear fast . . by not listening to evil talk and gossip. . .

Let the mouth fast from foul words and unjust criticism.

For what good is it if we abstain from birds and fished, but bite and devour our brothers?


Examples of Saints who Fasted: Day 75


Do you now recognize the harm caused by intemperance? Look in turn at the instance of good behavior due to fasting. The great Moses, after keeping his fast for forty days, was able to get the tables of the Law; and when he came down from the mountain and saw the people’s sin, the tablets which he had been successful in obtaining through such intercession he threw down and smashed, thinking it was preposterous that an indulgent and sinful people should receive laws of the Lord’s own making. Accordingly, that remarkable prophet had again to undergo forty days of fasting so as to be able to receive again tables like the ones he had broken through the people’s sin and bring them down the mountain. The great Elijah, too, underwent a similar people of fasting, escaping the power of death and going up as it were into heaven with a fiery chariot, and to this day he has not experienced death. Likewise Daniel, passionate man though he was, spent many days fasting and received as recompense an awesome vision so that he tamed the fury of the lions and turned them into the mildest of sheep, not by changing their nature but by diverting their purpose without loss of their ferocity. The Ninevites made use of this remedy, too, and won from the Lord a reprieve, ensuring that animals as well as human beings should apply the remedy and so abstain each of them from evil practices; thus they won the favor of the Lord of all. We could list many other examples celebrated in both Old and New Testaments-but why refer to servants when we should come to the case of the common Lord of us all? Our Lord Jesus Christ, you know, Himself underwent fasting for forty days, and, thus prepared, He entered His contest with the devil, giving us an example that through fasting we should arm ourselves and by acquiring strength from that exercise we should come to grips with that formidable enemy.
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