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Spiritual fasting and health
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Abstract
Food has a very important function in the field of spirituality, it is considered as an important offering to
the god in some religions, being an important reason for life existence and to pay devotion towards
almighty various religions follow ritual of fasting. Fasting is a practice in which a person restrains
himself from having food or consumes restricted amount of calories for a specific time frame. Most of
the religions encourage some type of fasting like Ramadan fasting in Islam, Navratri fasting in Hinduism,
Prayushan in Jainism and Good Friday eve fasting in Christianism, almost all the religions adopted the
act of fasting to pay their devotion. Spiritual fasting is based on caloric restriction or food abstinence
aiming to provide healing and based on these spiritual fasting modals, concept of intermittent fasting
came into existence. Intermittent fasting involves periods of fasting and calorie controlled diets planned
with a motive to lose weight and improve upon metabolism however, spiritual fasting has psychological
impact along with the metabolic improvements in the body. Apart from the beneficial effects of fasting
there are some contraindications which should also be considered along with the pathological condition
of the person. These contraindications include conditions such as nausea, headache, nutrient imbalance,
weakness etc. along with the impact on circadian clock and hormonal imbalances. This article highlights
the changes that take place during fasting in the body.
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Introduction
Food has a plethora of functions which can be complied under physiological, psychological
and social. It plays a very important role in our spiritual life as well. The relation between food
and spirituality can be traced back to ancient times as food being a vehicle to express devotion
to deity among cultures. The devotion was very commonly expressed as a practice still
prevalent today as ‘fasting’.
Fasting involves lowering the intake of calories or totally abstaining oneself from food for
specific time duration. It may also involve intake of specific types of foods and the practice
varies across cultures and every culture have a specific perceptional definition associated with
fasting and its types.
In Hindu religion fasting has been used as a method to achieve purification since ancient vedic
times, ‘upvasa’ and ‘vrata’ are the terms that are used for fasting in Hinduism involving
caloric restrictions along with avoidance of specific types of foods. Similar to Hinduism,
Jainism also follows practice of ‘upvasa’ which involves abstaining from food and water for
one day, apart from this various other forms of fasting such as ‘chaththa’, ‘aththama’,
aththai’, ‘amsaksamana’ are also followed with involves fasting over varied durations. In
Buddhism also various types of fasting is followed [19].
In Islamic culture ‘ramadan’ fasting involves abstinence from food and water from dawn to
dusk. In Christianity the catholics do not eat meat on Fridays during lent, coptics fast for 210
days.
Siddha system of Medicine postulates fasting with methodological pattern. According to
Siddha, fasting is an effective way to kindle the digestive fire (Agni) and burn away
accumulated toxins from the body however the extended fasting practice is contraindicated [6].
Intermittent fasting: The modern use of fasting as a therapy in medical treatment was first
recorded for treatment of epilepsy [1]. After that many medical practitioners started working on
fasting as a therapy for physiological benefits [2]. Intermittent fasting involves entirely or
partially abstaining from eating for a set amount of time, before eating regularly again [3]. The
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types of intermittent fasting involves ‘complete alternate day
fasting’ that involves complete abstinence from calorie intake
with alternate days of normal diet, ‘time restricted feeding’
involves ad libitum of calorie intake with specific periods of
fasting on a routine basis, and ‘modified fasting regimes’ that
involves a combination of severe calorie restriction days and
ad libitum eating days [3]. However, the intermittent fasting
regimes can be altered as per the current physiological
condition of the person and decision of the medical
practitioner. There are several studies that have found a
positive impact of fasting on health [4, 5].
Metabolic Switching and fasting: Glucose is the main
sources of energy for cells along with the fatty acids. Under
normally fed state the glucose is used for energy, and fat is
stored in adipose tissue as triglycerides. During periods of
fasting, ketones becomes the major source of energy for the
body hence fasting leads to dependence on ketones for energy
which may lead to weight loss [8, 14]. Apart from providing
energy, Ketone bodies also functions as signaling molecules
influencing major cellular pathways along with Brain Derived
Neurotrophic Factor (BDNF) release leading to improvement
in neural functions [7, 9]. Other metabolic benefits include
improvements in glucose regulation, blood pressure, and heart
rate [10, 11].
Stress and Fasting: Intermittent fasting stimulates autophagy
and mitophagy while inhibiting the mTOR (mammalian target
of rapamycin) protein-synthesis pathway. These responses
enable cells to remove oxidatively damaged proteins and
mitochondria and recycle undamaged molecular constituents
while temporarily reducing global protein synthesis to
conserve energy and molecular resources. These pathways are
untapped or suppressed in persons who overeat and are
sedentary [12]. Intermittent fasting may also reduce
inflammation thereby it might prove beneficial in disorders
like arthritis [13].
Contraindications: Commonly, fasting may result in mild
adverse events such as headaches, fainting, weakness,
dehydration, and hunger pangs. More importantly, excessive
fasting could lead to malnutrition, eating disorders,
susceptibility to infectious diseases, or moderate damage to
organs [15]. In an animal study it was observed that alternate
day fasting leads to development of diastolic dysfunction with
diminished cardiac reserve [16], hence, fasting may prove
deleterious. However, there are individual impacts of the diet
on different people which can’t be generalized and genetics
also plays a crucial role in the observations [17]. Feeling of
hunger is also observed during fasting phase [18] which may
lead to poor compliance to the fasting regime.
Conclusion
The use of fasting in spiritual context is a voluntary practice
which has impact on physiology as well as psychology. It is
observed that the fasting phase usually ends up in eating
heavier meals during the nocturnal hours which to counteract,
needs proper guidance and counseling. Spiritual fasting and
intermittent fasting modals have proven beneficial in terms of
weight management as well as in the treatment of various
chronic metabolic ailments also; there are some
contraindications that may be managed with proper regime.
There is a need for further investigation on human modals for
long term impact study and insurance of fulfillment of all the
nutrients in the phases of feeding after fasting in all the

regimes however, balanced diet will still be the epitome of all
the current fad diets.
References
1. Guelpa G. La lutte contre l'epiepsie par la desintoxication
et par la reeducation alimentaire. Rev Ther Med Chir.
1911; 78:8.
2. Wheless JW. History of the ketogenic diet. Epilepsia.
2008; 49:3-5.
3. Armutcu F. Fasting may be an alternative treatment
method recommended by physicians. Electronic Journal
of General Medicine. 2019, 16(3).
4. Mattson MP, Longo VD, Harvie M. Impact of
intermittent fasting on health and disease processes.
Ageing research reviews. 2017; 39:46-58.
5. Li L, Su Y, Li F, Wang Y, Ma Z, Li Z, Su J. The effects
of daily fasting hours on shaping gut microbiota in mice.
BMC Microbiology. 2020; 20(1):1-8.
6. Natarajan S, Kannan M, Sathiyarajeswaran P,
Gopakumar K, Pandian SJ, Ramaswamy RS. Fasting-A
Medico Historical Overview.
7. Newman JC, Verdin E. β-Hydroxybutyrate: a signaling
metabolite. Annu Rev Nutr. 2017; 37:51-76.
8. Welton S, Minty R, O’Driscoll T, Willms H, Poirier D,
Madden S, Kelly L. Intermittent fasting and weight loss:
Systematic review. Canadian Family Physician. 2020;
66(2):117-25.
9. Mattson MP, Maudsley S, Martin B. BDNF and 5-HT: a
dynamic duo in age-related neuronal plasticity and
neurodegenerative disorders. Trends in neurosciences.
2004; 27(10):589-94.
10. Harvie M, Wright C, Pegington M, McMullan D,
Mitchell E, Martin B, Cutler RG et al. The effect of
intermittent energy and carbohydrate restriction v. daily
energy restriction on weight loss and metabolic disease
risk markers in overweight women. British Journal of
Nutrition. 2013; 110(8):1534-47.
11. Anson RM, Guo Z, de Cabo R, Iyun T, Rios M,
Hagepanos A et al. Intermittent fasting dissociates
beneficial effects of dietary restriction on glucose
metabolism and neuronal resistance to injury from calorie
intake. Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences. 2003; 100(10):6216-20.
12. Mattson MP, Arumugam TV. Hallmarks of brain aging:
adaptive and pathological modification by metabolic
states. Cell metabolism. 2018; 27(6):1176-99.
13. Johnson JB, Summer W, Cutler RG, Martin B, Hyun DH,
Dixit VD, Pearson M et al. Alternate day calorie
restriction improves clinical findings and reduces
markers of oxidative stress and inflammation in
overweight adults with moderate asthma. Free Radical
Biology and Medicine. 2007; 42(5):665-74.
14. Harris L, Hamilton S, Azevedo LB, Olajide J, De Brún C,
Waller G et al. Intermittent fasting interventions for
treatment of overweight and obesity in adults: a
systematic review and meta-analysis. JBI database of
systematic reviews and implementation reports. 2018;
16(2):507-47.
15. Horne BD, Muhlestein JB, Anderson JL. Health effects
of intermittent fasting: hormesis or harm? A systematic
review. The American journal of clinical nutrition. 2015;
102(2):464-70.
16. Ahmet I, Wan R, Mattson MP, Lakatta EG, Talan MI.
Chronic alternate-day fasting results in reduced diastolic
compliance and diminished systolic reserve in rats.

~ 290 ~

International Journal of Home Science

http://www.homesciencejournal.com

Journal of cardiac failure. 2010; 16(10):843-53.
17. Horne BD, May HT, Anderson JL, Kfoury AG, Bailey
BM, McClure BS et al. Fasting and other health
influences. The American journal of cardiology. 2009;
103(7):1042.
18. Johnstone AM. Fasting–the ultimate diet?. Obesity
reviews. 2007; 8(3):211-22.
19. Fredricks R. Fasting: an exceptional human experience.
AuthorHouse, 2012.

~ 291 ~

