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"In reality Catholics are now without any meaningful discipline of fasting and abstinence, a break with universal Christian practice for 2,000 years, and with the practice of Israel for centuries before Christ. Christianity's most ancient and resonant communal act of identification with the passion, of solidarity with the hungry, and of acknowledgement of our own frailty, became a mere devotional option, and in practice has all but disappeared."  

Critical words from Dr Eamon Duffy about the near collapse of the rules on fasting and abstinence in the Catholic Church. Until the 1960’s it was well known that every Friday, Catholics had to abstain from eating meat. This functioned as a type of communal external identity badge. 

In the post-Vatican II changes, this discipline was altered. In many developing countries, where people might eat meat only on Sundays or major feastdays, a prescription to abstain from meat on Fridays made little sense: they did so anyway, and on Mondays, Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays too.

In the richer countries, there was much casuistical discussion about permitted and forbidden foods: could one eat fish fried in lard? Did crab paste count as meat?

Judging that substituting a tasty fillet of cod or haddock or – in wealthy households, smoked salmon - for meat on Fridays was little penance, the United States abrogated the “abstinence from meat” rule in 1966.  The English bishops followed in 1967.

The days of fasting and abstinence were reduced to Ash Wednesday and Good Friday alone. Out went the compulsory fasting on the Vigils of Christmas, Easter and Pentecost, all Fridays and Saturdays of Lent. 

The Quatretemps or Ember weeks also disappeared. These were seasonal fasts on a Wednesday, Friday and Saturday, four times per year, one corresponding to each season. In winter the Ember days followed the feast of St Lucy (Dec.13th), in spring the week after Ash Wednesday, in summer during Whit week, and in autumn after the Exaltation of the Cross (14 September). 

The document which brought all this about was Pope Paul VI’s Paenitemini of 1966. 
Far from abolishing fasting and abstinence, Paul VI stressed the need for communal acts of penance in the Church, which is “in continuous need of conversion and renewal.” The Church is considering more attentively how to “prompt its sons to that salutary abstinence which will forearm them against the danger of allowing themselves to be delayed by the things of this world in their pilgrimage toward their home in heaven.”
Acts of penitence in the Old Testament functioned to avert special dangers, cope with calamity, or after sin to placate God’s wrath. However, they also expressed an interior striving for God and detachment from sin. Penance was at best “a religious, personal act which has as its aim love and surrender to God: fasting for the sake of God, not for one's own self.”
The New Testament teaches that every Christian must renounce himself, take up his own cross and participate in the sufferings of Christ, so as one day to share His resurrection.  Like St Paul, each of us should aim to complete "in his flesh that which is lacking in the sufferings of Christ...for the benefit of his body, which is the church."
Although penitence is primarily interior and religious, it must involve physical asceticism too. The whole person, body soul and spirit, needs to partake in the religious act, whereby the creature recognizes divine holiness and majesty.

“The necessity of the mortification of the flesh also stands clearly revealed if we consider the fragility of our nature, in which, since Adam's sin, flesh and spirit have contrasting desires.” This is not Stoicism or repugnance for the flesh. Through fasting, man regains strength and the "wound inflicted on the dignity of our nature by intemperance is cured by the medicine of a salutary abstinence.”

Thus Pope Paul VI presented the rationale for fasting, abstinence and works of penance. He identified several ways of exercising the virtue of penitence. 

1. Persevering faithfulness in one’s state of life, bearing the trials which work and human co-existence entail.

2. Patiently uniting our infirmities, illnesses, poverty, misfortunes, or persecutions, to the cross of Christ in such a way as to win grace for oneself and others.

3. Priests and religious are obliged to follow the precept of penitence more perfectly.

4. All Christians should undertake voluntary acts of penance.


The Pope then requested the Bishops’ Conferences to establish norms for penitential discipline – prayer, fasting and almsgiving -  taking cognizance of local conditions.  He suggested that in richer countries, “so much more will the witness of asceticism have to be given in order that the sons of the Church may not be involved in the spirit of the world." Fasting could be coupled with charity to poorer peoples. 


In poorer nations, he suggested that they unite their suffering in prayer with the Lord and work for social justice.

Paul VI then solemnly declared that “By divine law all the faithful are required to do penance.” Penance is not merely some human invention but the teaching of God through Revelation.

Ecclesiastical law specifies the norms for communal penance: 
“The time of Lent preserves its penitential character. The days of penitence to be observed under obligation throughout the Church are all Fridays and Ash Wednesday, that is to say the first days of "Grande Quaresima" (Great Lent), according to the diversity of the rites. Their substantial observance binds gravely.”

In other words, we have a serious obligation to observe the law concerning penance on penitential days. It binds sub gravi. Whereas an individual failure to do some penance on a particular Friday would be only a venial sin, a regular, deliberate ignoring of the rule could constitute mortal sin. 
The Sacred Congregation for Divine Worship clarified the matter. The grave obligation does not necessarily refer to each separate Friday, but a person would sin seriously who omitted a part of the Friday penitential observance prescribed as a whole, if the part omitted were notable with regard to either quantity or quality and there was no excusing cause.
In practice, therefore, a person who deliberately and knowingly failed to observe a notable number of Fridays, without proportionately grave reason, could be in mortal sin.  

Paul VI continues: “Abstinence is to be observed on every Friday which does not fall on a day of obligation, while abstinence and fast is to be observed on Ash Wednesday …. and on Good Friday.” The law of abstinence forbids the use of meat, but not of eggs, the products of milk or condiments made of animal fat. The law of fasting allows only one full meal a day, but does not prohibit taking some food in the morning and evening.
Fridays within the Christmas and Easter Octaves are not days of penance, neither is the feast of the Sacred Heart nor other Solemnities falling on a Friday.
Local Episcopal conferences however, can “substitute abstinence and fast wholly or in part with other forms of penitence and especially works of charity and the exercises of piety.” For a just cause, parish priests also can grant individuals exemptions or commutations of fast and abstinence into other pious practices. 
At their 1984 Low Week meeting, the bishops of England and Wales made the following declaration, subsequently approved by Rome (Prot 792184).

"The Bishops of England and Wales remind their people of the obligation of Friday penance, and instruct them that it may be fulfilled in one or more of the following ways:

a) by abstaining from meat or some other food 

b) by abstaining from alcoholic drink, smoking or some form of amusement

c) by making the special effort involved in family prayer, taking part in the Mass, visiting the Blessed Sacrament or praying the Stations of the Cross

d) by fasting from all food for a longer period than usual and perhaps giving what is saved in this way to the needy at home and abroad

e) by making a special effort to help somebody who is poor, sick, old or lonely."
Fine in theory, but in practice hardly impinging upon the consciousness of most Catholics. This paragraph appears to be directed only at ordinary Fridays of the year. However, earlier in the same statement the bishops had noted:
"The New Code … prescribes that Ash Wednesday and Good Friday are to be observed as days of fast and abstinence. Fasting means that the amount of food we eat is considerably reduced. Abstinence means that we give up a particular kind of food or drink or form of amusement.” 

This leaves it looking as if one could eat meat and give up some other food instead on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. Was this really intended? Eating meat on those days would be so much against the mind of the Church. This question needs clarification. The lack of any similar statement in Scotland and Ireland means definitely no meat there on Ash Wednesday or Good Friday.

Within each week, Friday should be what Lent is to the entire year. As each Sunday is a weekly Easter, so every Friday ought to be a day of self-denial and mortification in prayerful remembrance of the Lord’s passion. 

