  FASTING IN THE BUDDHIST TRADITION

In the Buddhist tradition, there are various branches of Buddhism which follow different fasting practices. The historic Buddha, Shakyamuni Buddha, undertook an extreme fasting practice to the extent he became so thin that it is said he could feel his spine when he touched his stomach. Thereafter he did not recommend such harsh practices, declaring that when the body is basically starving it affects the mind's clarity and as Buddhism is strongly focussed on transforming the mind, such depravation is not recommended.

Today, the various fasting practices are found in the precepts. The precepts are commitments to refrain from non-virtuous actions and are intended to purify both body and mind, turning the mind to the development of ethics, compassion and wisdom. There is a precept about not eating after the midday meal and before dawn the next day, however there are allowances for the elderly, those who are ill and for the very young monastics who are still growing, in these cases, a light evening meal is permissible. The rational being that in order to do your religious commitments you need to have good health, hence eating in the evening is permitted in such cases.

There are precept practices for the main auspicious days in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, for example, during the month of Saka Dawa, which celebrates the Buddha's birth and Enlightenment, we have a fasting practice called nyung ne (nyoong nay) included within 8 precepts, which are taken from early morning until sunrise the next day. The 8 precepts are as follows: 1. No deliberate killing, even an insect. 2. No stealing. 3. No sexual activity. 4. No lying. 5. No alcohol, drugs or smoking cigarettes. 6. No eating at the wrong time - hence no eating after the midday meal. 7. Not sitting on high luxurious seats or beds. 8. No adornments, singing or dancing.

If taking the precepts for a single day, there is only the midday meal eaten, but if following the precepts for consecutive days, then breakfast is also eaten and once either meal is finished, starting to eat again after a break, is forbidden, it would be considered another meal. Additives to drinks, such as milk in tea or coffee, or pulp in fruit juices, are also not permitted. 

In everyday life for monastics such as Geshe Jampa Gyaltsen, only breakfast and lunch are eaten, so the midday meal is the main meal and needs to be enough to sustain oneself through until breakfast. There are exceptions, for example, during special events when an evening meal is offered, as it is, this evening. 

In my own case, being older, the midday meal is my main meal and when I eat at night, it's a very light meal. When we do retreat, generally the midday meal is substantial, the evening meal light and this applies also to the lay practitioners doing retreat. For myself if I do retreat at home, I generally do what would be called a de-tox; eating light, clean food, no meat (easy for me as I'm vegetarian), no heavy foods and so forth. The benefits of following such practices is in the clarity of mind, as meditation practices are hindered if one is heavy with a meal, also sleeping may be difficult on a full tummy! Some monastics choose to fast for an entire day and may do this once a week, or whenever of their own choosing; the important point being the benefit to religious practices by gaining a disciplined mind, directed inwards, turned away from craving satisfaction in the external world. 

