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Foreword

The Physician Within

We’ve spent decades debating what we ought to eat. Should we eat bread? Should we eat butter? Should we eat a low-fat diet? Should we eat a high-fat diet? The combinations are endless and the advice ever-changing. Despite this often-misguided fixation on what to eat, we spend little time studying another, just as crucial question: when to eat. Based on a paucity of scientific debate, many of us have been advised by “experts” to eat early and often. The idea that there are times when we should abstain from eating has been a minority view, to say the least. This is especially strange since fasting is one of the oldest health remedies in history. It has been part of the practice of virtually every culture on earth. Every major religion—Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Buddhism, and Hinduism—incorporates fasting into its practices. And yet rigorous fasting has virtually disappeared from modern life.

To be clear, fasting is not starvation. Fasting is the voluntary abstinence from food for spiritual, health, or other reasons. One may fast for any period of time, from a few hours to a few months. As a healing tradition, fasting has a long history. Hippocrates of Kos (c. 460–c. 370 BC), widely considered the father of modern medicine, wrote, “To eat when you are sick is to feed your illness.” The ancient Greek writer and historian Plutarch (c. AD 46–c. AD 120) echoed these sentiments, advising, “Instead of using medicine, better fast today.” Plato and Aristotle were also staunch supporters of fasting. Yet few who study their works today in search of wisdom follow these Greek philosophers’ advice on fasting.

The ancient Greeks believed that medical treatment could be discovered by observing nature. Humans, like most animals, don’t eat when they become sick. Just think of the last time you were sick with the flu. Probably the last thing you wanted to do was eat. Fasting seems to be a universal human response to all manner of illness. It’s ingrained in our human heritage, as old as humankind itself. Fasting is, in that sense, instinct.

The ancient Greeks also believed that fasting improved mental clarity. Again, our common experience bears this out. Think about the last time you ate a huge Thanksgiving meal. Did you feel more energetic and mentally alert afterward? Or instead, did you feel sleepy and a little dopey? Probably the latter. That huge influx of food rerouted blood to your digestive system, leaving less blood for brain function. Fasting does the opposite, leaving more blood for your brain.

Other intellectual giants were also great champions of fasting. Take Paracelsus (1493–1541), the founder of toxicology and one of three fathers of modern Western medicine (along with Hippocrates and Galen). “Fasting is the greatest remedy,” he wrote; “the physician within.” Benjamin Franklin (1706–1790), one of America’s founding fathers and renowned for wide knowledge, once wrote, “The best of all medicines is resting and fasting.”

Fasting for spiritual purposes is widely practiced in many parts of the world. It remains part of virtually every major religion. Jesus Christ, Buddha, and the prophet Muhammad all shared a common belief in the power of fasting. The practice of fasting developed independently among different religions and cultures, not as something that was harmful, but something that was deeply helpful to the human body and spirit.

Many Buddhists consume food only in the morning, and then fast daily from noon until the next morning. Buddhists may also undergo the rigors of various water-only fasts for days or weeks on end. Many Eastern Orthodox Christians follow various fasts over 180 to 200 days of the year. Dr. Ancel Keys, the famous nutritional researcher, often considered Crete the poster child for the healthy Mediterranean diet. One key factor may have been that Cretans followed the Greek Orthodox tradition of fasting.

Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset during the month of Ramadan. The prophet Muhammad also encouraged fasting every week on Mondays and Thursdays. Ramadan differs from most fasting protocols since fluids as well as foods are forbidden. Further, since eating is permitted before sunrise and after sunset, recent studies indicate that daily caloric intake actually rises a lot during this period. Gorging before sunrise and after sunset, especially on highly refined carbohydrates, negates much of fasting’s benefit.

Many people assume these are just outdated folk and religious traditions that have no basis in science. But the truth is just the opposite. There is now a mountain of scientific and clinical evidence that fasting is good for us, and that it may be the cure for the so-called diseases of civilization that afflict so many modern people.

Most North Americans subsist on sugar (glucose) for energy. Our bodies can run on glucose and fat but they tend to use glucose whenever it’s available. When the supply of sugar is cut off, the body, once it uses up its stored sugar (glycogen), switches to burning fat—either from the diet or from the body. Unfortunately, constant infusions of sugar in our diet keep our insulin levels high. Insulin is an important hormone that, in the presence of blood sugar, signals to the body to burn sugar and store any extra as body fat. And, to judge from the latest health statistics, we’re storing more and more fat, and harming our health in the process.

Fasting strikes at the root of this problem. Done right, fasting lowers our insulin levels and helps reset our metabolism, without any harm to our health. Different lengths of fasts have different effects, but the basic idea is to deplete your body’s stored sugars until it starts burning fat. Some parts of your body, such as the brain, still need some glucose but mostly use an alternate fuel, ketones, which are made from body fat. Strictly speaking, there are no essential carbohydrates.

But won’t fasting slow down your metabolism and deplete your muscles? No, it won’t. In the early days of a fast, your body actually increases its energy expenditures and protects lean mass through various hormonal signals.

But won’t you be crazy hungry and get hungrier and hungrier the longer you fast? No. Fasters are often less hungry after several days without food than they were at the beginning, no doubt because their bodies are efficiently using body fat for all their energy needs.

The effects of fasting, in other words, are just the opposite of the persistent calorie reduction of long-term “diets,” which rarely work in the long run. What makes fasting different from dieting is its intermittent nature. Diets fail because of their constancy. The defining characteristic of life on Earth is homeostasis, wherein competing processes balance out in a state of equilibrium. In the body, any constant stimulus will eventually be met with an adaptation. With persistent calorie reduction, the body at some point responds by reducing total energy expenditure. This leads to the dreaded plateau in weight loss and eventually to weight gain. Several recent studies have confirmed this.

We have spent decades obsessing over the question of what to eat, but we have virtually ignored the crucial aspect of meal timing. Weight gain is not a uniform process. Average yearly weight gain in North Americans is about 1.3 pounds per year (0.6 kilograms), but that increase is not constant. The year-end holiday period produces a whopping 60 percent of this yearly weight gain in just six weeks. Most people then lose some weight after the holidays, but not enough to counter the gain. The long-term effect, of course, is that we get fatter and fatter.

We should not always be eating, and we should not always be fasting. Feasting must be followed by fasting. When we remove the fasting and keep the feasting, we eventually get fat and sick.

Balance is the ancient secret to a long and flourishing life. Fasting follows feasting. Feasting follows fasting. Our eating must be intermittent, not steady. Food is a celebration of life. Every single culture in the world celebrates with large feasts. That’s normal, and it’s good. But religions have always reminded us that we must balance our feasting with fasting—time of “atonement,” “repentance,” or “cleansing.” These ideas are ancient and time-tested. Should you eat lots of food on your birthday? Absolutely. Should you eat lots of food at a wedding? Absolutely. These are times to celebrate and indulge. But there is also a time to fast. We cannot feast all the time. We cannot fast all the time. It won’t work. It doesn’t work.

You may fear the prospect of fasting if you’ve never made it part of your lifestyle. So it’s good to remember how common it is. There are an estimated 1.6 billion Muslims in the world, who are supposed to fast for the month of Ramadan and two days a week throughout the year. There are about 14 million Mormons, who are supposed to fast once a month. There are some 350 million Buddhists in the world, many of whom fast regularly. So, right there, almost one-third of the entire world population is supposed to routinely fast throughout their lives.

So, clearly, it can be done. Moreover, there are no lasting negative side effects to regular fasting. Quite the contrary. It appears to have extraordinary health benefits. Fasting is a cornerstone of our practice at the Intensive Dietary Management clinic in Toronto. We are using doctor-supervised fasts of shorter and longer duration to treat obesity, type 2 diabetes, and other conditions. The results are astounding. I can’t believe it’s not already a global protocol.

But what about those two billion Christians I didn’t mention above? As Jay Richards describes in the following pages, fasting (and feasting) has been a major Christian discipline since the very beginning. Jesus fasted. The apostles fasted. Early Christians fasted. The Church Fathers and all the greatest saints have treated fasting as the natural companion to prayer.

But in the last few centuries, Christian fasts have fallen on hard times outside of the Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Rite traditions. Catholics, as Richards explains, retain vestigial fasts that often amount to going an hour without food, or avoiding certain kinds of meat on some Fridays. Some Protestants fast, but few do so consistently. I’m convinced this has had a bad effect of the health of millions of people. Richards suggests it has also harmed Christians morally and spiritually.

My expertise and experience are in physical rather than spiritual health. Our Intensive Dietary Management Program (www.idmprogram.com) offers the education and community support necessary to successfully implement fasting into your life. But I have hoped that someone would write a book on the spiritual benefits of fasting that takes account of the growing scientific and clinical evidence for its benefits to health. I’m pleased that Jay Richards has woven together the Christian tradition’s rich teaching and practice with the growing scientific case for fasting. Almost anyone can benefit from fasting, but Christians have many good reasons to make it a permanent part of their lifestyle.

—Jason Fung, MD

September 2019



Jason Fung, MD, is a nephrologist, founder of the Intensive Dietary Management Program—which provides a unique treatment focus for type 2 diabetes and obesity—and author of The Obesity Code and The Diabetes Code.





Introduction

Fasting gives birth to prophets and strengthens the powerful; fasting makes lawgivers wise. Fasting is a good safeguard for the soul, a steadfast companion for the body, a weapon for the valiant, and a gymnasium for athletes. Fasting repels temptations, anoints unto piety; it is the comrade of watchfulness and the artificer of chastity. In war it fights bravely, in peace it teaches stillness.

—St. Basil the Great

Christians used to fast. A lot. It was a basic part of life, like eating, sleeping, working, feasting, and praying. Fasting allowed Christians to identify with Christ’s suffering, to enrich their prayer life, to help feed the poor, to seek God’s will, to discipline their wills, to grow in holiness, to prepare for spiritual warfare, even to battle demons.

Over the centuries, the Church developed fasting days and fasting seasons, punctuated by feast days when they would celebrate God’s blessings. Think Advent followed by Christmas, and Lent followed by Easter. A careful outsider observer circa AD 600 would have noted that Christians ate modestly on most days; ate little or nothing on Wednesdays and Fridays; and feasted on Sundays. He would have noticed the same threefold pattern repeated on different dates and timescales that would not be easy to decipher from the outside.

This pattern of eating, fasting, and feasting defined the life of Christians for most of the Church’s history. It lingers faintly in our language and our customs. We call the first meal of the day breakfast. We give up something for Lent. Catholics eat less on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday and avoid meat on Fridays during Lent.

In other words, now, for the most part, we don’t fast. Not really. At least not in the West. We have settled into mere vestigial fasting.

What happened?

For one thing, we’re a pampered lot compared to our ancestors. Most of us have never gone a full day without eating. We get shaky if we go more than four hours without a vanilla latte or yogurt smoothie or granola bar or protein shake.

Our abundance has allowed us to be more gluttonous and slothful than our ancestors. In the developed world, no one really fears starvation. Few of us even experience food shortages. So we have less reason to eat small portions than our great-grandparents did. In fact, processed foods are so cheap that obesity is more often a disease of the poor than the rich.

Still, that’s only a small part of the story. After all, most Americans have enjoyed a food bounty for a century. Yet obesity and type 2 diabetes have spiked only in the last forty years or so.

And these diseases don’t track simply with gluttony and sloth. Imagine you see an obese woman and a thin man in a restaurant. The woman is eating a plate of spaghetti with a side of breadsticks. The thin man is eating a chicken breast with a side salad. Seems simple, right? The woman is a glutton.

Simple or not, you won’t be able to tell from this scene which, if either, is really a glutton. You might assume the woman is fat because she lacks self-control and eats too much. But perhaps, for complex reasons we’ll discuss later, her body partitions the energy from her food as body fat, leaving precious little for her to use for vigorous exercise. She’s not fat because she eats so much. She eats so much because she’s fat. She’s fat, for the most part, through no fault of her own. The man, in contrast, converts most of what he eats to useful energy, so he doesn’t need to eat a lot to feel full and go about his daily business.

What’s absurd is that many of us eat the way we do because officials have said it’s good for us. Better research has turned this idea on its head, but most people have heard little about our new knowledge. Instead, we’ve heard a drumbeat of “sciency” arguments proclaiming that we should avoid fat and consume lots of grains and other carbs. You know the pasta and breadsticks the overweight woman at the restaurant is eating? She may very well be following the advice of the USDA and the American Heart Association.

I lived and preached this false gospel for years. As a strength and fitness trainer in college, I even encouraged overweight fellow students to avoid obesifying fat and eat lots of “complex” carbs such as whole wheat. It seemed like simple math: One gram of fat packs nine calories, while a gram of carbohydrate or protein has only four calories. So, if you want to lose body fat, you should stay away from fat in your diet.

We’re also told to eat lots of small meals throughout the day. This habit, we think, keeps our arteries clear, our blood sugar steady, and our body from going into starvation mode, where it clings to fat and sheds muscle. It also keeps us from getting famished and bingeing on Little Debbie Snack Cakes, we’re told. I couldn’t count the number of fitness articles I’ve read over the years touting this line. I spent years prompting my daughters to eat breakfast as soon as they got out of bed, based on this advice.

Even those untutored in these bogus fitness arguments are now locked into the grazing habit. It’s just what we do—as natural as breathing. We wouldn’t dream of telling our kids, as parents did for most of the twentieth century, to eat only three meals a day with no snacks between. Does anyone still worry about spoiling their appetite? We act as if people had always had treats at 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. and scarfed down a big bowl of Wheaties right before bed. And if other folks don’t do that, isn’t that just too bad for them? Why would we give up these habits if we don’t need to?

At a recent conference I attended, the daily food routine went like this: hearty American breakfast buffet at 8:00 a.m.; pastries, fruit, and coffee at 10:30 a.m.; lunch with dessert at 12:30 p.m.; cookies, popcorn, and Häagen-Dazs ice-cream bars at 3:30 p.m.; reception with drinks and hors d’oeuvres at 6:00 p.m.; dinner with dessert at 7:00 p.m.; drinks and a snack reception at 9:00 p.m. And then the next morning, the cycle started over again. I’m getting an insulin spike just thinking about it.

This grazing—that is, eating early, late, and often—is one reason we now have such a hard time fasting. If you’ve spent years dutifully nurturing a habit, it’s hard to break it. Do you eat a meal or snack every two to four hours when you’re awake? If so, every cell and organ in your body will conspire to remind you if you try to go half the day without so much as a Wheat Thin. In effect, we’ve trained ourselves to make fasting hard to do. That’s the bad news.

The good news is that the grazing custom is only a few decades old. There’s no valid reason we need to keep doing it until the Lord returns in glory. On the contrary, science is validating the ancient Christian practice of regular, and sometimes intense, fasting. Fasting, it turns out, is actually good for us.

Our Modern Diet Makes It Much Harder to Fast

One problem is how often we eat. The other is what we can call the SAD (standard American diet), which is not, alas, limited to the US of A. I don’t just mean our actual diets, which are packed with processed carbs and refined sugar. I mean the “healthy” diet, which officially smart groups have pushed for decades. No doubt you learned, as I did, to steer clear of dietary salt and fat to protect your heart and arteries. Especially saturated fat.

The USDA’s food pyramid, with carby grains at the wide bottom and fats at the tiny top, is burned into our long-term memories.1 In recent years, the government has used a forgettable plate rather than a pyramid to explain its Dietary Guidelines for Americans.2 These distract us from asking the obvious question: Why do we take dietary advice from a government agency that was founded to promote and subsidize the food and sugar industries? Just posing the question should help break the spell it has over us.

The result, in any case, is that we mostly run not on fat but on sugar and other carbs that turn into sugar. If we go too long without eating, we’ll be ravenously hungry and overeat as soon as we gain access to the fridge or manage to pierce that tamper-proof bag of Fritos. You might think you don’t eat much sugar. Maybe you avoid Froot Loops, Twinkies, and sugary soft drinks? That’s good. But if you get most of your calories from grains, then you’re still running on sugar, since that’s what these foods become almost as soon as they pass down your throat. Some even start to transition in your mouth.

Constant grazing and a diet high in sugar and processed carbs is a very recent trend. For millennia, people ate mostly foods that were only lightly processed. They fasted on some days. They ate moderately on most days—two or three meals without snacks in between. And they feasted just a few days a year. For much of this time, the restraint was a matter of necessity. Later, the pattern became a spiritual practice for every major religion, including Christianity. Our calendar still shows signs of this lost tradition.

Now we eat our fill every day, offering our bloodstreams a constant stream of sugar. Then on holidays (“holy days”) we feast—or rather, overeat. Is it any wonder there’s a growing epidemic of obesity? Already there are some one and a half billion obese people on earth, concentrated in those places most likely to eat the standard American diet.3 At the same time there’s an explosion in these same places of type 2 diabetes, Alzheimer’s (which some refer to as type 3 diabetes), and other metabolic diseases.

So Why Didn’t Jesus Command Us to Fast?

It’s no wonder, then, that we think fasting is a bit crazy. Maybe it’s okay for some desert hermits and ascetics like St. Francis of Assisi and St. Catherine of Siena. But c’mon. Jesus told us to carry our cross, not look for ways to die. How can making ourselves crazy hungry turn our minds toward Jesus? Who gains the beatific vision while on Weight Watchers?

Fair enough. But these complaints often hide an argument against fasting that is as common as it is bad: If God wants us to fast, why didn’t Jesus command us to do so? Well, the answer is simple: because he assumed that his followers would fast. In a chapter of Matthew that follows Jesus’s forty-day fast, Jesus speaks to the crowds in his Sermon on the Mount. He tells them that God cares about what we do, and also why we do it. “When you give alms,” for instance, you should try to do it discreetly, rather than seeking credit for it. “When you pray,” do it privately rather than trying to get attention. “And when you fast, do not look dismal, like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by men” (Matt. 5:16).

You see? Jesus took it for granted that his followers would give alms, pray, and fast. He didn’t bother to command the obvious. He focused instead on explaining how best to do all three. Just because we can think of bad ways to fast doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be doing it.

So, why don’t most Christians fast? Catholics, for our part, think we do. We abstain from some foods on fixed dates—Ash Wednesday and Fridays during Lent, and for an hour before Communion. (We call that hour fasting!) In the past, many Protestants avoided fasting on principle. They thought it smacked of works-righteousness and popery—a kind of gateway drug to incense and funny hats. In recent decades, though, evangelical authors such as Richard Foster, author of Celebration of Discipline, have sought to recover for Protestants this ancient Christian discipline.

This development has helped lay the groundwork for some prominent fasting movements in evangelical circles. I still remember Bill Bright’s inspired crusade for a forty-day fast in the 1990s. More recently, Pastor Rick Warren discovered the breakthroughs that come with fasting and has promoted the practice at Saddleback Church in California. Unfortunately, these campaigns tend to start with a bang and end with a whimper. The general rule still holds: some Protestants fast, but it’s not a large group effort anchored in the Christian calendar.

If most Christians view real fasting as weird, unimportant, legalistic, optional, or even unhealthy, we won’t make it part of our lives, and we will never enjoy the blessings—physical, mental, and spiritual—that it offers. We need a paradigm shift.

Science Is Validating This Ancient Christian Practice

There are rumblings of just such a shift. A growing number of renegade physicians, scientists, and enthusiasts have started to extol the benefits of dietary fat and fasting. There are now pockets of resistance to the official wisdom of the food pyramid. Millions of people have begun to spurn the food pyramid to pursue low-carb, ketogenic, paleo, and primal diets, reporting great results. They gather by the thousands on cruises, at conferences, and in chat rooms to share low-carb recipes and fat-loss stories. Spend much time in these places, and you’ll find the zeal—and imbalance—of an army of new religious converts.

While it can be hard to sift sound science from pseudoscience, more and more serious scientists and physicians defend this rebellion against both grazing and the American cult of refined grain and sugars. This body of experts argues that diets with plenty of natural fat as well as fasting are not only safe but far better than our modern way of eating. The combination, unlike mere calorie-restricted diets, helps us burn fat, retain muscle, stabilize our moods, and think more clearly. It can reverse diseases such as type 2 diabetes and obesity, and may even help prevent and treat Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s disease, and some kinds of cancer.

These aren’t just conjectures. In the peer-reviewed scientific literature there is now a staggering amount of evidence in support of fasting, with far more to come. Word is starting to leak out, so much so that fasting has quickly gone from the fringes to the fashionable. In April 2019, for instance, Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey revealed that he typically eats just one (large) meal a day and fasts from Friday evening to Sunday. A few years earlier, the press would have treated his routine as bizarre. But in 2019, Page Six deemed it merely “extreme.”4 The reporter warned readers that “experts typically recommended three solid meals per day or six smaller meals throughout the day.”

Given our two-thousand-year history of fasting, and our belief in the unity of body and soul, Christians should be at the vanguard of this movement, not making excuses or playing catch-up.

Why This Book?

There are dozens of books that extol the benefits of either fasting, high-fat/low-carb diets, or some blend of both. In a parallel universe, there are plenty of evangelical books that extol the spiritual benefits of fasting—a deeper prayer life, victory over sin, renewal of church community, and the like.

Then, over yonder, there are some Catholic books that argue we should fast as a sacrifice. Some Catholic authors do so half-heartedly, for fear that someone will think they’re calling for the bad old days before Vatican II, when Catholics were legalistic and supposedly lacked a personal relationship with Jesus. For instance, in his book The Spirituality of Fasting, Msgr. Charles Murphy “sharply delineates” what he calls “dieting and supervised fasts” from “the religious practice of fasting.”5 He’s right that we should fast for wholesome spiritual reasons. It doesn’t follow, though, that we must ignore the other reasons, and set them at odds with the spirit.

In my research and self-experimenting, I was surprised to find little that synthesizes these threads for Christians. There’s a void where books linking body and soul should exist. This is my effort to help fill the void.

In what follows, I’ll explain the growing scientific evidence for what I call the fasting lifestyle. I will tout the physical, cognitive, and spiritual benefits of fasting (and feasting). I will argue that we should be “metabolically flexible”—which means we can easily switch our bodies from sugar-burning to fat-burning and back again. And I will challenge the misguided notion that anyone who fasts for proper spiritual reasons should not seek mental and physical benefits. This makes no sense. If we are unities of body and soul, of the dust of the earth and the breath of God, then we should assume that if fasting is good for us, then it’s good for us overall—body, mind, and soul.

Spiritual Hunger

I didn’t set out to write a book on this subject. I started studying and experimenting with fasting out of curiosity. Later, I started writing articles and speaking on the subject. Then, at once, both online strangers and personal acquaintances began asking me to write a book. When I spoke to Christian groups on diet and fasting, I would get mobbed with questions afterward. When I did radio interviews on the subject, callers jammed the studio lines. There was giddiness and excitement. But I often heard stories of struggle with obesity and bad health. My guess is that in the wider culture, fasting has moved from the fringes to the (almost) fashionable. Thoughtful Christians have noticed, but don’t yet have many resources they can trust.

In fact, many books and websites that promote fasting and ketogenic and ancestral diets are not Christian-friendly. Many assume that humans evolved from simpler life through a blind process of natural selection sifting random mutations. They treat this as an all-purpose explanation and miss the evidence of purpose in nature. Then these authors attach to their Darwinian outlook some conjectures about the dietary habits of early humans and even non-human ancestors. They rightly call out the standard American diet. But their accounts are blind to the manifest ways God fitted the human form to thrive in a host of different ecosystems and diets, as we would expect of a Creator who called us to multiply and fill the whole earth.

Other books in this area are New Age. They often extol the merits of, say, meditation, but rarely mention prayer, even though most Americans—indeed, most humans—pray rather than meditate. Some of these books also make an idol of the dieting lifestyle they champion. We should instead want to get food off the throne of our lives, and into its proper place, where it can serve as a blessing rather than a curse. We should reconnect with food’s spiritual nuances—nuances that were evident to Christians for most of our history but have been lost amid our modern abundance.

I’ve had Christians whisper to me that they discovered therapeutic fasting from a New Age naturopathic doctor. They feel great and wonder why the Church is behind rather than ahead of the curve on these questions. I wonder that too.

Even Nordic neo-pagan themes are starting to crop up. It’s no wonder that some Christians ask, in online discussions, how to reconcile their faith with, say, the paleo diet.6

It’s not a silly question. Didn’t Jesus elevate bread and wine to sacraments and pray for our daily bread in the prayer he taught his disciples? Didn’t God give the Israelites manna in the wilderness—a sort of bread—and only grudgingly add quail to the diet after they complained? Given all this, how can carbs be a problem?

First, we can assume that the manna God provided the Israelites was healthy—literally a miracle food. And as for the bread and wine of Christian history and practice, nothing about it requires the standard American diet with its sugar and industrially refined grains. The typical bread eaten at the time of Jesus was different and less refined, and therefore broke down into sugars much more gradually in the body.7 Moreover, people ate bread at fixed times, and did not graze on it throughout the day. Add all this up, and you have a diet very different from today’s SAD, even among the ancient poor who for economic reasons had to eat more bread than might have been ideal.

And keep in mind, cycles of fasting and feasting are central to the Christian tradition. If we modern-day Christians are not fasting, that means we’re the outliers.

The Fasting Lifestyle

In the following pages, I hope to convince you that our modern diet locks us into a metabolic trap that makes fasting futile and empties our feasts of meaning. Indeed, it prevents modern Christians from having proper fasts and feasts—and from discovering their power for body, mind, and soul. Grazing six or more times a day, eating lots of refined carbs, and avoiding natural fats: These might fit the official guidelines of self-appointed experts, but they don’t fit the evidence for a healthy diet.

The “fasting lifestyle” I propose is based on ancient wisdom and the Christian calendar, the latest science, the clinical experience of physicians, thousands of case studies, and my own self-experimenting over the last thirty years. The basic idea is simple: we need to become “metabolically flexible,” where we can easily run on sugar or fat, and switch from one to the other without feeling like a heroin addict going cold turkey.

To get there, I propose we enter a fat-burning mode called “nutritional ketosis” for at least some amount of time every week. This approach not only mimics the diets and routines of most traditional societies but also allows us to improve on them. That is, we can recover what we’ve lost as Christians, and as a culture, while taking account of cutting-edge science, and avoiding some of the reasons these traditions disappeared in the first place.

In the following chapters, you’ll learn:


	What fasting is

	Why Christians (and others) have fasted throughout history

	When and why most Christians abandoned it

	Why we should still do it

	What spiritual, physical, and mental benefits it offers

	How to alter our diet and lifestyle to make it easier and more sustainable

	How fasting improves our weight and health, where diets fail again and again

	Why we should feast, and how it differs from overeating



Events in the Bible, Christian worship, and history that had seemed opaque and dull will become exciting and transparent. You’ll come to see yourself as part of the metabolism of Christ’s Body on earth, which is now reaching its two thousandth birthday.

We’ll walk through a simple, step-by-step plan for you to adjust your diet and eating. This method will allow you to make fasting permanent, without a lot of fuss, bother, or torture.

We’ll explore the scientific evidence, with plenty of references in the notes in case you want to check the facts for yourself. And I won’t stand on the sidelines. I’ve already tried this on myself—going so far as to test blood glucose, cholesterol, triglycerides, hormones, ketones, body fat, and body mass along the way.

The transition plan can (but need not) be fit into one of the penitential seasons of the Christian calendar, such as Advent or Lent. It’s forty days plus six little “feast” days on Sundays, so it takes place over forty-six days. Right away, you’ll start to acclimate yourself to the pattern you should follow for most of your life: regular eating much of the time, fasting some of the time, and feasting every so often—on different timescales.

Before you start, though, you’ll take a few days to prepare. You’ll restock your fridge, your pantry, and your mind. There are roadblocks that all of us have to get past before we can really fast. We’ll deal with those in the first few chapters, so that you can start the journey with a simple map, a clear mind, and an open road.

Then, in the first week, you’ll shift to a “ketogenic” diet of high natural fat, moderate protein, and very low carbs without simple sugars, grains, or starches. This allows your body to shift to a state of “ketosis,” in which it draws most of its energy from dietary and body fat. With simple tweaks, you can avoid the nasty “keto flu” that millions of people have suffered during the “induction” phase of the popular Atkins Diet. You’ll have a mini-feast on Sunday, when you can let up a bit.

In week two, you’ll begin intermittent fasting, which is really just time-restricted eating. Don’t worry. We’ll start wading in the kiddie pool before paddling out to a deeper 16/8 routine. That is, every day, you’ll fast for sixteen hours (including your night’s sleep) and eat all your daily calories (mostly fat, protein, and vegetables) during an eight-hour feeding window. And the week will, like every week, end with a Sunday mini-feast.

In week three, you’ll work up to a 20/4 routine. That just means you’ll eat all your meals within a four-hour window of time during the day. This helps break the habit of eating at fixed times and amplifies the good effects of the ketogenic diet. Then, on Sunday, another mini-feast.

In week four, you’ll test out the deep end of the pool for three days—preferably Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. On these days, you’ll eat one very large meal over the course of an hour in the evening, but you won’t try to restrict net calories. You’ll maintain a time-restricted ketogenic diet on other days. And enjoy a mini-feast on Sunday.

In week five, you’ll mimic an all-day fast on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, when you’ll consume far fewer calories than you normally do. (Think two avocados with lime juice and salt.) You’ll continue with a regular, time-restricted ketogenic diet on the other days. Plus another mini-feast day on Sunday.

In the final week, you’ll prepare for and then try a fast of thirty-six to seventy-two hours, and end with a feast. By this time, you should be “fat-adapted” and much more metabolically flexible. You’ll have felt the benefits of fasting. Yes, it will still take discipline. But you should find real fasts for three days or more not just tolerable but exhilarating.

This adaptation phase is austere for good reason: if you’ve spent decades running on sugar, it takes several weeks to reset your metabolism and get you going in a better direction. Don’t panic. You won’t need to keep such a strict diet afterward. You’ll reintroduce whole foods you’re used to, though, ideally, you’ll leave the standard American diet behind.

Along the way, you’ll learn about prayer and fasting traditions that we’ve lost but should retrieve. We’ll explore the different forms of fasting and feasting found in Christian history and discover surprising health benefits to these patterns. We’ll learn why Jesus and early Christians fasted, and why our lack of fasting may be holding back a spiritual awakening in our families, churches, and country.

Physically, you’ll become insulin sensitive, fat-adapted, and metabolically flexible.

Mentally, you’ll enjoy much greater clarity and focus.

Spiritually, you’ll be renewed, invigorated, disciplined, and much closer to God.

My goal is to help you enjoy all the fruits of fasting. The fasting lifestyle is about re-integrating the whole person—body, mind, and soul—at a time when we are becoming ever more dis-integrated. Unless you have a medical condition that prevents it, fasting is good for your body, your mind, and your soul. You don’t have to take that on faith. You can prove it to yourself in just a few weeks. Want to know how? Keep reading.





Clearing the Path





1

How and Why Christians Used to Fast

In Scripture and in Church history, Christians fasted for penance. But they also fasted to put their passions and appetites under control, to identify with Christ, to enrich their prayer life, to become holier, and to prepare for spiritual battle.

Strictly speaking, to fast means to freely give up food (and sometimes drink) for some amount of time. People often use the word “fast” to refer to something for which we already have good words: “abstain” and “abstinence.” For example, “I am fasting from eating corn chips during Lent.” Worse is when the word is used to refer to nonfood items. The Facebook “fast” is a glaring example. This dilutes a perfectly good word. The old Catholic Encyclopedia, still a great place to find the traditional Catholic take on all manner of topics, defines fasting this way: “In the strict acceptation of the term, fasting denotes abstinence from food.”1

That’s how it’s used in the Bible, too, by the way—going without food for a longer than usual period of time.

That meaning is worth defending against all this loose talk about fasting from Twitter, fasting from soft drinks, fasting from Netflix, et cetera. We need a word to connect what we should be doing to what Jesus did just before the start of his ministry. And to what hundreds of millions of Christians have done for centuries. We have a nice, one-syllable word for that: fast.

Muslims also fast from both food and drink between sunrise and sunset during the month of Ramadan. For many Muslims, this happens during the summer, which means they must go for a longer-than-twelve-hour day without anything. And, since they sleep, they go most of the night without food or drink as well. That includes water! In other words, they must eat and drink only in the very early morning or late evening, just before bed. For a month. Compared to that, our little partial fasts on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday are modest indeed.

Still, the Church has long considered it a “fast” when we give up large amounts of food for some period of time, even if we still eat certain foods. We’ll call these “fasts” to accommodate this tradition. But we shouldn’t forget the primary sense of the word.

Ramadan is a uniquely Muslim fast, anchored in the ninth month of the lunar Muslim calendar. Christians have never given up water during fasts, so far as I know. That makes Ramadan a long, if intermittent, fast. Still, serious fasting isn’t a Muslim thing that Christians should avoid. Religions and people feast and fast for all sorts of reasons. Jesus fasted from all food for forty days in the wilderness before he launched his public ministry. At other times, he feasted. So early Christians followed his example, participating in fasts of various lengths and religious feast days.

What Early Christians Did

Why should we care about early Christian practice? Because Christians in the first few centuries were much closer to the life and language of Jesus than we are. They preserved and compiled the New Testament. And for the first three and a half centuries, they lived their lives in a hostile culture that sometimes hunted them down and killed them. So it’s easy to see where we’ve grown lax by comparing what we do with what they did.

And when it comes to fasting, they put us to shame.

The Didache, which was written around AD 110—some 250 years before the New Testament was finally canonized—took fasting for granted. It advised Christians to fast and pray for their enemies (you know, the very ones who at the time might be trying to kill them), and to fast for one or two days before baptism.

Although Christians fasted from the beginning, the practice wasn’t unique to them. In part, they were following Jewish practice. Even some non-Jewish pagans fasted. But growing tensions between those Gentiles and Jews who followed Christ, and those who did not, led Christians to distinguish their fasts from the surrounding culture. “Let not your fasts be with the hypocrites,” the Didache advises, “for they fast on Mondays and Thursdays, but do your fast on Wednesdays and Fridays.” Why those days? Because that’s when Jesus was betrayed and crucified.

These fasts were nearly universal among Christians, and not just among monks and ascetics.

Fasting for Everyone

Unlike some later Christians, who rejected fasting as a holdover from paganism or Romanism, early Christians didn’t think that just because Jews and pagans fasted, they shouldn’t. On the contrary, the Church Fathers argued that fasting was intended for the whole human race. They noted that God’s first command to humanity was to abstain from one kind of food. Adam and Eve could eat the fruit of any tree in the Garden of Eden except for the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. (And they couldn’t even manage to do that!) “Fasting is as old as mankind itself,” preached St. Basil the Great. “It was given as a law in paradise. The first commandment Adam received was: ‘From the tree of the knowledge of good and evil do not eat.’ Now this command, ‘do not eat,’ is the divine law of fasting and temperance.”2 Basil took the command to Adam and Eve to be part of a more general rule, namely, that sometimes we’re supposed to refrain from eating.

Basil wasn’t alone. All the major Church Fathers—including Justin Martyr, Polycarp, Clement of Alexandria, and Augustine—commended fasting, and saw it as a rule for the whole human race. In a sermon on prayer and fasting, for instance, Augustine—who was not an extreme ascetic—said, “Fasting cleanses the soul, raises the mind, subjects one’s flesh to the spirit, renders the heart contrite and humble, scatters the clouds of concupiscence, quenches the fire of lust, and kindles the true light of chastity. Enter again into yourself.”3

Hard-Core Fasting

St. Anthony (AD 251–356), the father of monasticism, is the superhero of fasting. You might get that sense from the fact that we refer to him as a “Desert Father.” That has to mean something hard-core, right? Indeed, St. Anthony said that “true fasting is constant hunger.”

Anthony had inherited his parents’ wealth around the age of twenty. But instead of resting on his laurels, he took up Jesus’s command to the rich man—to sell everything and follow him—by selling everything and moving to a tomb near his home town in Egypt. St. Athanasius tells us that during his time there, Anthony was attacked by both devils and wild animals.

After fifteen years of that, he then retreated to an old fort in the desert. He survived on what little food was tossed over the walls by pilgrims.

After Anthony had spent twenty years as a desert hermit, his followers persuaded him to organize and teach them.

That sabbatical, for which he gained the title “Father of All Monks,” lasted for just a few years. He then retreated again to a mountain in the desert. In contrast to his earlier years as a hermit, though, he started receiving visitors. (If you trek to his mountain retreat in Egypt, you can still visit the monastery named after him, Deir Mar Antonios.)

During this last stage of his life, he even traveled twice to Alexandria, the hometown of Athanasius. The first visit was to tend to the Christians there who were suffering persecution under the Roman emperor Diocletian. The second visit came at the invitation of Athanasius, who was busy fighting Arianism—a heresy that rejected the divinity of Christ—which had infected the Church far and wide. After preaching on behalf of Christ’s divinity, Anthony returned to his desert retreat.

Despite forgoing baths, wearing a hair shirt, subsisting on little more than bread, salt, water, and sometimes lentils, and fasting every other day, he lived to the ripe old age of 105.4

His biography by Athanasius, written shortly after Anthony died, inspired thousands to pursue monasticism. And that became, as Christianity Today puts it, “one of the most important institutions in Western history.”5

For most Christians, Anthony’s life is, at best, a curiosity. Mark Galli, an editor of Christian History magazine, asks the question that is in the front of your mind: Were the Desert Fathers like Anthony “models or kooks”?6 Galli thinks they are models. Their stories should be, he argues, a bracing reminder of how little most of us do in trying to follow the Lordship of Christ over our daily lives. Still, the life of the emaciated hermit is not, and cannot be, the calling for every Tom, Dick, and Mary. Most of us are called to marriage and family. Many are called to life in a noisy city. Some are called to homeschool their many kids. The hair-shirt-lentils-and-water routine just won’t work.

But—and here’s the key point—God did
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