 Smug Fasting

      I felt a bit smug when I found out that throughout much of the Muslim world far more food is sold during the fast of Ramadan, than any other time of the year.  Evidently folks are whooping it up pretty good when it is permissible to break the fast after sundown.  While I’m confident some Muslims enter into a prolonged period of reflection during Ramadan, others treat it as a party month when it somehow wrong to eat during daylight.

       I’m not hopeful that those enmeshed in a religious system that treats the consumption of wine and women as a symbol for heavenly bliss will ever see the inconsistency of currently forbidding the use of alcoholic beverages.  Keeping such a prohibition contributes too much to a safe sense of moral superiority.

        But we need not travel to Iran nor pick on Muslims to observe this phenomenon. When I was young my family thought it a hoot that our Amish brethren refused to bring telephones into their homes, but yet had them installed on the telephone poll at the corner of their property.  It evidently seemed less worldly for a fellow to reach out and touch someone in the rain.  I got nowhere suggesting that my own family’s opposition to instrumental music in the church building made little sense in light of the hymn playing piano in our living room.            

        In the last few weeks I’ve been amused to hear from wonderful people who object to watching religious movies in the public theatre because they are afraid that it might give the impression that it is generally permissible to go see movies.  That would make sense to me if the same folks didn’t import hundreds of cable and satellite channels of questionable worth right into their living rooms—every day.  

        Before I make everyone in the conservative religious world mad, let me say I’m not against fasting or outside telephones.  I generally abstain from liquor and from musical instrumentation.  I am not opposed to boycotting the smut that Hollywood peddles. And given my growing ire with telemarketers, I’m thinking about moving the phone outside, too.  Submitting to such restrictions may have both symbolic value and genuine benefits in many situations.  But to the degree we attempt to make any of these restrictions more than our preference, we just cause others to snicker.  Such self-satisfied fasting in Isaiah’s day led to quarreling. (Isaiah 58:3-4)   To the degree such scruples are still taken seriously, it will in our day, too.    

      The truly beneficial fast is the one that chooses to loose the bonds of injustice, to share, to be hospitable, and not to turn away from your own kin. (Is 58:6-7)  “Then,” the scripture says, “your light will break forth like the dawn.” (v8)  And with such a focus the cross of Christ will not get lost in smug and petty legalisms.

