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Food and Religion are routinely interwoven into the fabric of cultures. 
Far from being separate entities, a religion’s perspective of, use of, and beliefs 
about food and consumption help define norms, practices, and habits 
surrounding eating, and manifest in a wide range of practices around the 
world.  

For instance, Hindu’s reverence of cows helped shape an entire culture 
of people who revere and protect cattle, often leading to violent cultural 
clashes between local Muslims for whom cow is one of the few halal – or 
allowable – types of meat in which to eat. Or, for instance, take the Catholic 
observance of Lent, which for devotees, encourages an abstinence from red 
meat at times, while also employing an elaborate metaphor (or is it?) about 
eating and drinking the flesh and blood of their savior. 

Religious attitudes and ideas towards food can roughly be categorized 
into three main groups: Purity Rules (sacred and forbidden foods), Rites and 
Ceremony, and Fasting. 
  
PURITY RULES:  

Perhaps the most common religious influence on food consumption is that 
of purity rules, wherein consumption of certain foods is against the rules, while 
other foods are sanctioned as clean and therefore consumable. The most prolific 
examples of this are found in the Kosher laws in the Jewish tradition, and similarly 
the rules of Halal in Islam. Likewise, Hinduism encourages vegetarianism, but 
commonly people only refrain from eating pork and beef. The underlying reasoning 
for such rules are varied, but fundamentally, group identity can be seen as an 
influence.  

From a sociological perspective, social inclusion and identity have long 
been drivers of social behavior. The signifying of ones’ inclusion to a social group 
through the public display of eating or not eating certain foods is a strong 
indication of strong bonds and self-identification with a specific religious 
community. Additionally, belief in inherent “clean and unclean” categories of food 
have great influence on how we think a God or Gods may view us on a spiritual 
level. However, Jesus challenged this notion, essentially saying that nothing 
external can pollute a person. While some Christians still embrace purity laws, it is 
not as commonplace as Kosher and Halal rules. 
  
RITES AND CEREMONY:  

Religion also uses food in religious rites and ceremonies. Perhaps the most 
prolific is the use of food in ceremony to mark something that is religious 
significant. Christ Himself used the consumption of food and wine as a metaphor 
for Himself and his action on the cross. There are many foods in Jewish culture that 
symbolize a whole host of collective memories and experiences, from unleavened 
bread, to the prolific and meticulous Passover Seder. While food often is a marker 
for events or concepts in a collective memory, sometimes it takes on supernatural 
qualities. Traditional Catholics believe the Eucharist (bread and wine at 
communion) literally becomes the blood and body of Christ, sustaining them until 
the next communion. And in the Christian Tradition, one’s first Communion is far 
more than a ceremony, but rather a rite of passage and a welcoming into a 
community.  

Conversation 
Guidelines: 

1)   No soapboxes 
allowed; no one person or 

viewpoint gets  
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2)   Respect all others 
and their viewpoints. 

3)   Extend courtesy by 
listening well. 

4)   Everything is up for 
discussion. 
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FEAST AND FASTING:  
Finally, we come to the extremes of food and religion: fasting and feasting. While feasts typically 

are associated with a ceremony, a feast is in fact distinct from the actual religious ceremony. It is the 
celebration of such ceremony: the party to mark the marking. Easter feast (in its numerous expressions) 
is the multiday celebration of Christ rising from the grave, which is marked by a long and extensive 
religious ceremony beforehand (comprised of communion, lament, fasting, abstaining, etc). Fasting, on 
the other hand is a withholding of consumption, either of a particular food, or of all food for a particular 
amount of time. The Christian observance of Lent comprises a fast, in which people typically give a food 
as a matter of sacrifice. The Muslim holy month of Ramadan is a month long fast from many physical 
indulgences including food, liquid, smoking, and sex during the daylight hours. It is then broken by 
feasting during the holy holiday of Eid al-Fitr, as a celebration of the ending of the month long fast. While 
fasting has numerous uses, it primarily is for redirecting one’s attention to the Divine and away from the 
physical world. It is a way to reorient one back to God by way of self-denial. 
  One cannot talk about food and religion with addressing the issues of food access, hunger, famine, 
and inequality. While so much thought is put into purity rules and observance of ceremony, others are 
struggling to find enough to sustain themselves, or subject to eating unhealthy and expensive foods. 
Furthermore, the commodification and industrialization of the food industry often means that in 
ceremony or celebration, we are often purchasing food that perpetuates inequality, poor animal 
conditions, and unjust wages. And here in lies the question: is it what and when we eat, or is it why and 
how we eat? Do the religious traditions surrounding food lead help us understand food in such as way as 
to promote justice, or is food used religious in a fundamentally personal way? Can it be both? 
  
QUESTIONS 

1. Do you follow any dietary rules year-round for religious reasons? What about at certain times of the year? 
Do you have theological reasoning for it? Do you need theological reasoning? 

2. Scientifically, there can be arguments made for the purity of food. Low fat, high vegetarian, and well 
rounded diets are preferred (in certain circles at least), while organic, natural, and non-GMO foods are on 
the rise specifically because people find them more “pure” and healthy. However, this is primarily for 
physical health, not religious purity. Can these things be connected? How so? Does the Divine care about 
our physical purity as it pertains to food? 

3. The larger question is this: Why food? Why not enforce social norms in other ways? Why not use sport or 
art to mark significance? Food has crept its way into how religious peoples mark and observe significant 
moments in their collective religious experience. Why do you think this is? 

4. Do you use a specific food to mark a religious idea or event? What is it about that food specifically that 
marks that specific idea? Does it have to be a specific food, or is it more about the observance of the event 
or idea? 

5. The fundamental question about food is this: is there more to food than sustenance? Why do cultures – 
religious and otherwise – gather and eat together? Why are some foods held in higher esteem or 
importance? Is it just a way to enforce social bonds? Is there something about what we eat that actually 
influences our “purity” (moral purity, physical purity, etc.)? 

6. Have you ever fasted? Did it achieve what you intended? How? 
7. Is there something about the use of food itself, or is a religion’s observance of food practices meant to get at 

something deeper, with food playing an integral means to an end? 
  
RESOURCES 

1. Everyone Eats, E.N. Anderson 
2. Hunger: and unnatural history, Sherman Apt Russell 
3. Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger, Ronald J. Sider 

 


