
THE LENTEN FAST 

The word “fast” means not eating all or certain foods. As Orthodox Faithful, we can fast completely at certain times of great importance, 

and especially each time before receiving Holy Communion. Usually, fasting means limiting the number of meals and/or the type of 

food eaten.  

The purpose of fasting is to remind us of the Scriptural teaching, “Man does not live by bread alone.” The needs of the body are nothing 

compared to the needs of the soul. Above all else, we need God, Who provides everything for both the body and the soul. Fasting teaches 

us to depend on God more fully.  

The first sin of our parents, Adam and Eve, was eating from the forbidden tree (Genesis 3:1-19). We fast from food, or a food item, as 

a reminder that we are to fast from sinning and doing evil.  

There are several benefits of fasting. Fasting helps us pray more easily. Our spirit is lighter when we are not weighed down by too much 

food or food that is too rich. Through fasting, we also learn to feel compassion for the poor and hungry and to save our own resources 

so that we can help those in need.  

Fasting is more than not eating food. Saint John Chrysostom teaches that it is more important to fast from sin. For example, besides 

controlling what goes into our mouths, we must control what comes out of our mouths as well. Are our words pleasing to God, or do 

we curse God or our brother?  

The other members of the body also need to fast: our eyes from seeing evil, our ears from hearing evil, our limbs from participating in 

anything that is not of God. Most important of all, we need to control our thoughts, for thoughts are the source of our actions, whether 

good or evil.  

Fasting is not an end in itself. Our goal is an inner change of heart. The Lenten Fast is called “ascetic.” This refers to actions of self-

denial and spiritual training which are central to fasting.  

Fasting is a spiritual exercise. It is not imposed or forced upon us. In the same way that true repentance cannot be forced upon anyone, 

each of us makes the choice to turn away from our sinful ways and go toward our loving, for giving Father in Heaven.  

GENERAL RULES OF THE LENTEN FAST 

The Lenten Fast rules that we observe today were established within the monasteries of the Orthodox Church during the sixth through 

eleventh centuries. These rules are intended for all Orthodox Christians, not just monks and nuns.  

The first week of Lent is especially strict. On Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday, a total fast is kept. In practice, very few people are 

able to do this. Some find it necessary to eat a little each day after sunset. Many Faithful do fast completely on Monday and then eat 

only uncooked food (bread, fruit, nuts) on Tuesday evening. On Wednesday, the fast is kept until after the Presanctified Liturgy.  

From the second through the sixth weeks of Lent, the general rules for fasting are practiced. Meat, animal products (cheese, milk, butter, 

eggs, lard), fish (meaning fish with backbones), olive oil and wine (all alcoholic drinks) are not consumed during the weekdays of Great 

Lent. Octopus and shell-fish are allowed, as is vegetable oil. On weekends, olive oil and wine are permitted.  

According to what was done in the monasteries, one meal a day is eaten on weekdays and two meals on weekends of Great Lent. No 

restriction is placed on the amount of food during the meal, though moderation is always encouraged in all areas of one's life.  

Fish, oil and wine are allowed on the Feast of the Annunciation (March 25) and on Palm Sunday (one week before Easter). On other 

feast days, such as the First and Second Finding of the Head of Saint John the Baptist (February 24) , the Holy Forty Martyrs of Sebaste 

(March 9), the Forefeast of the Annunciation (March 24) and the Synaxis of the Archangel Gabriel (March 26), wine and oil are 

permitted.  

HOLY WEEK 

The week before Easter, Holy Week, is a special time of fasting separate from Great Lent. Like the first week, a more strict fast is kept. 

Some Orthodox Christians try to keep a total fast on Holy Monday, Holy Tuesday and Holy Wednesday. Most eat a simple Lenten meal 

at the end of each day before going to the evening Church services.  

On Holy Thursday, wine is allowed in remembrance of the Last Supper. Holy Friday is kept as a strict fast day, as is Holy Saturday. 

Holy Saturday is the only Saturday in the entire year when oil is not permitted.  

In short, these are the Lenten rules for fasting. Traditionally, the Church Fathers recommend that someone new to fasting begin by 

resolving to faithfully do as much as he or she is able during the Lenten period. However, it is not recommended that a person try to 

create their own rules for fasting, since this might not be obedient or wise. The Faithful are encouraged to consult with their priest or 

bishop regarding the Fast when possible.  

Personal factors such as one's health and living situation need to be considered as well. For example, an isolated Orthodox Christian 

required to eat meals at their place of employment, school or in prison may not be able to avoid certain foods. 

It is important to keep in mind that fasting is not a law for us—rather, a voluntary way of remembering to not sin and do evil, and to 

help keep our focus on prayer, repentance and doing acts of kindness, for we “are not under the law but under grace” (Romans 6:14).  

EASTER, BRIGHT WEEK AND THE PASCHAL SEASON 

The Lenten Fast is broken following the midnight Easter service. With the proclamation, “Christ is Risen!” the time of feasting begins. 

The week after Easter is called Bright Week and there is no fasting. For the next 40 days, the Church celebrates the Paschal (Easter) 

season. Joy and thanksgiving are the fulfillment of our Lenten journey. The patriarchate of Antioch, no fasting is prescribed during these 

40 days. 

 



 

A PRAYER FOR LENT  

The Prayer of Saint Ephraim the Syrian is traditionally said many times throughout each day during 

Great Lent, in addition to our daily prayers. 

O Lord and Master of my life, take from me the spirit of sloth, faintheartedness, lust of power, and idle talk. (+)  

But give rather the spirit of chastity, humility, patience and love to your servant. (+)  

Yes, O Lord and King, grant me to see my own sin and not to judge my brother, for You are blessed from all ages to all ages. Amen. 

(+)  

(The “(‘+)“ indicates that those praying make a deep bow or prostration at this point.)  

 


