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ABSTRACT
Orthodox Christian fasting (OF) incorporates voluntary abstention from specific foods for
180-200 days per year. Meat eating and OF cannot coexist: meat eating negates fasting and fasting excludes
meat eating (incompatible concepts). In this article, the possible medical reasons for the exclusion of meat
from the OF are presented and commented.
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INTRODUCTION

O

rthodox Christian fasting (OF),
which incorporates voluntary abstention from specific foods for
180-200 days per year, is an ancient ecclesiastical ordinance (1, 2).
The Holy Tradition (written and oral) of the Eas
tern Orthodox Christian Church, while advising
avoidance of olive oil, meat, fish, milk, and dairy

products every Wednesday and Friday throughout the year, additionally includes four principal
fasting periods per year when meat as well as
dairy products and eggs are forbidden. These
take place: 1) for a period of 40 days preceding
Christmas, 2) for a period of 48 days preceding
Easter (Lent), 3) for a variable period from 8 to
42 days, known as the Apostles’ Fast or the Fast
of Peter and Paul, and 4) for a total of 15 days in
August (Assumption of the Virgin Mary). Mean-
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while, seafood such as shrimp, squid, cuttlefish,
octopus, lobster, crab, and snails are allowed on
all fasting days throughout the year (1, 2). It is of
note that strict observance of OF relates not only
to the avoidance of particular foods on specific
days and time periods, but also to restrictions on
the quantity of the permitted foods.
It can thus been seen that the Orthodox
Christian Church, through its numerous fasting
practices incorporating a periodic vegetarian diet
(including vegetables, legumes, nuts, fruits,
olives, bread, snails, and seafood), and its minimization of meat eating essentially proposes a
variant of vegetarianism, thus constituting one
type of the Mediterranean diet (2, 3). In sum, the
Orthodox Christian Church diet includes annually: a) a low dietary intake of animal protein,
total fat, saturated fatty acids (SFAs), and trans
fatty acids, mainly through limited meat consumption, and b) a very high dietary intake of
plant protein, fiber, vitamins and antioxidant
substances, monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFAs)
and polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs) from
wholegrain cereals, fruit, vegetables, legumes,
seafood, nuts, tahini, and olive oil.
According to the Orthodox Christian Patristic
Tradition, the goal of OF is not a victory over the
body (Greek: σωματοκτóνος), but a victory over
the passions (Greek: παθοκτóνος) (1); what is important is not a healthy body, but a sanctified
body. Regarding the consumption of meat, the
principal reason for its exclusion from the OF diet
is related to the spiritual achievements of fasting
(as gaining mastery over oneself and conquering
the passions of the flesh) (1) and, more specifically, with the curbing of erotic desires of the
flesh. The real reason is clearly described in
The Rudder (Pedalion) (Greek: Πηδλιον), a collection of texts of the Orthodox Canon law, first
printed and published 1800 AD. In particular,
the first footnote of the 51st Apostolic canon of
The Rudder reports that “eating meat, the most
fatty food among all foods, is opposed to the pur
pose of monasticism, which is wisdom and virgi
nity, by tickling the flesh and raising a war of wan
ton appetites and desires against the soul” (Greek
fragment: “Ἡ δὲ τοῦ κρὲατος βρῶσις λυπαρωτάτη
οὖσα ἀπό ὅλα τά φαγητά, ἑπομένως ἐναντιώνεται
εἰς τόν σωφροσύνην καί παρθενίαν, ταὐτόν
εἰπεῖν, ἐναντιώνεται εἰς τόν σκοπόν καί τό τέλος
αὐτό, μέ τό νά γαργαλίζῃ τήν σάρκα, καί νά
ἀσηκώνῃ πόλεμον ἀτόπων ὀρέξεων καί ἐπιθυμιῶν

κατά τῆς ψυχῆς”) (4). Although this footnote describes just one of the three reasons for monks’
compulsory abstinence from eating meat (the
other two being the ancient tradition of the
Orthodox Church and the challenge of scandal),
meat is recognized as the fattiest of all foods activating human passions, namely the passion of
prostitution characterized by any act of sexual
instinct, whose main and sole purpose is pleasure (pathological use of sexuality or sexual instinct or libido). Thus, meat consumption during
OF would be an obstacle to the body’s self-control, abstinence from passionate desires and
pleasures, humility of the flesh and curbing of
inborn sexual appetite; in other words, it would
be contrary to the purposes of OF, not only for
monks but every Orthodox Christian. Through
fasting, Orthodox Christians also avoid the danger of abdominal “deification” (see Philippians 3:19)
and therefore, protect their body from passions
of the flesh, aroused mainly by gluttony and resulting in overeating (polyphagia or hyperphagia). In fact, in the Holy Bible and Orthodox
Christian Patristic Tradition, polyphagia is not
only the “mother” of prostitution or “the door of
passions” (5) but moreover weakens human will,
thus reducing resistance to every kind of pleasure and corruption. According to Saint Basil the
Great, “the enjoyment of abundant and fatty
food creates fumes in the soul, which like a dense
cloud of smoke hamper the mind from seeing the
flashes of the Holy Spirit” (6) and “if you want to
strengthen your mind, you need to tame your
flesh with fasting” (7). Meanwhile, many other
Christian Churches and Religions similarly warn
against (excessive) meat consumption, among
them the following. In the Roman Catholic
Church, the current rules for fasting and abstinence, described in the Code of Canon Law (8),
prescribe abstaining from meat on Fridays and
throughout Lent. Anglican formularies have
generally required abstinence from meat on Fridays (9). In Judaism, animals considered tahor
(kosher, meaning clean) may be consumed if
prepared properly; those considered tame
(non-kosher, or unclean) may not be consumed
under any circumstance (10, 11). The Quran defines for Muslims what is halal (lawful) and what
is haram (prohibited) food and meat (11, 12).
Eastern religions, including Hinduism, Buddhism
and Jainism, generally agree in their support of

Maedica

A Journal of Clinical Medicine, Volume 13, No. 4, 2018 283

Meat and Orthodox Christian fasting
non-violence and a meatless lifestyle, i.e. vegeta
rianism (11).
But how is meat consumption associated with
increased sexual desire (libido) and prostitution,
as The Rudder reports? From a medical point of
view, the relation between meat (mainly red
meat) consumption and increasing libido could
be explained by the impact of dietary fat on testosterone (T) production, which is well documented in medical literature (13-22). Testoste
rone is the primary male sex hormone and an
anabolic steroid biosynthesized from cholesterol
in several steps, secreted primarily by the testicles of males, and is associated with, among
other things, sexual activity (23, 24). Research
suggests that serum total and free (non-protein
bound) T concentrations can be at least partly
modified by changing the composition of a
diet (14-16, 21). Hence, diets supplying less than
25% of energy as fat could inhibit Τ production,
particularly when compared to diets supplying
40% of energy as fat (15, 17). However, it is the
type of fat that appears to influence circulating
T concentrations. One study revealed that a
higher dietary intake of SFAs versus PUFAs had
the greatest effect on T production (17), but another human study found that the increased intake of total fat, SFAs and MUFAs raised serum
T levels, while the increased ratio of dietary intake PUFA to SFA suppressed T production (18).
Another study found that the most important
factor for increasing serum T levels was the essential omega-3 fatty acids rather than SFAs or
MUFAs in the diet (19). These results may explain why vegans with a dietary intake of lower
total fat and SFAs and higher PUFAs tend to have
lower levels of bioavailable T in the majority of
the studies (13, 16, 25-27). The fact that dietary
sources of SFAs are not only red meat (beef,
lamb, pork), but also dairy products (cream, butter, cheese, milk) and eggs, and the fact that seafood is rich in PUFAs, could also explain why
meat, dairy products and eggs are not allowed,
but seafood is allowed during OF. It must be underscored that the exclusion of meat from OF
could also reduce T production through the
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mechanism of excessive consumption of permitted foods (e.g., carbohydrates) during OF (poorly
understood OF), which could result in positive
energy balance and weight gain (overweight/obesity). Considering that aromatisation of androgens
into oestrogens, which is the major mechanism
of obesity-induced male androgen deficiency,
takes place in adipose tissue (24), this could explain why an overweight or obese man, more so
if he has type 2 diabetes mellitus, usually has decreased serum T levels and elevated serum estrogen levels. It is also worth noting that, in addition
to polyphagia and abstinence from meat eating,
the Orthodox Christian Church also advises the
avoidance of other activities which could increase serum T levels during fasting days and
therefore lead to an increase in libido, such as
sexual contact, watching or reading of pornographic material or listening to pornographic
songs (28). It is a fact that monks who live in
monasteries and obligingly abstain from meat
consumption sometimes use soy products (which
contain the phytoestrogens isoflavones) to alleviate libido. Taking into account the influence of
abundant and fatty food on the mind (6), the
negative impact of diet on sleep duration and
quality is well recognized (29). The postprandial
release of cholecystokinin (CCK) from mucosa
cells in the duodenum and the jejunum after the
consumption of a meal with fats and proteins
such as meat, milk and other dairy products
could induce sleepiness (29). q
CONCLUSION

I
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n conclusion, diets low in SFAs and high in
MUFAs and PUFAs such as the diet of OF are
linked to lower serum T levels and therefore, to
reduced libido. Such a diet could serve the purpose of OF, which is the Christian aim of gaining
mastery over oneself, of conquering the passions
of the flesh, and eventually of possessing a sanctified body. q
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