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Fasting for Famine
Supporting East Africa on a Day Without Food

Lev 16: 29-31
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2% «“This is to be a lasting ordinance for you: On the tenth day of the seventh month you
must practice self-denial and not do any work—whether native-born or a foreigner
residing among you— * because on this day atonement will be made for you, to cleanse
you. Then, before the LORD, you will be clean from all your sins. ** It is a day of sabbath
rest, and you must deny yourselves; it is a lasting ordinance.

Lev 23:27-32
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2" The tenth day of this seventh month is the Day of Atonement. Hold a sacred assembly
and practice self-denial and present a food offering to the LORD. % Do not do any work
on that day, because it is the Day of Atonement, when atonement is made for you before
the LORD your God. ?° Those who do not deny themselves on that day must be cut off
from their people. *° I will destroy from among their people anyone who does any work
on that day. ** You shall do no work at all. This is to be a lasting ordinance for the
generations to come, wherever you live. ** It is a day of Sabbath rest for you, and you
must deny yourselves. From the evening of the ninth day of the month until the following
evening you are to observe your Sabbath.

Num 29:7
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” On the tenth day of this seventh month hold a sacred assembly. You must practice self-
denial and do no work.

From the Biblical sources above,
what is the purpose of fasting on Yom Kippur?



Joel 1:10-14
% The fields are ruined,
the ground is dried up;
the grain is destroyed,
the new wine is dried up,
the olive oil fails.
' Despair, you farmers,
wail, you vine growers;
grieve for the wheat and the barley,
because the harvest of the field is destroyed.
12 The vine is dried up
and the fig tree is withered;
the pomegranate, the palm and the apple tree—
all the trees of the field—are dried up.
Surely the people’s joy
is withered away.
3 put on sackcloth, you priests, and mourn;
wail, you who minister before the altar.
Come, spend the night in sackcloth,
you who minister before my God,;
for the grain offerings and drink offerings
are withheld from the house of your God.
1 Declare a holy fast;
call a sacred assembly.
Summon the elders
and all who live in the land
to the house of the LORD your God,
and cry out to the LORD.

Joel 2:15-17
> Blow the trumpet in Zion,
declare a holy fast,
call a sacred assembly.
16 Gather the people,
consecrate the assembly;
bring together the elders,
gather the children,
those nursing at the breast.
Let the bridegroom leave his room
and the bride her chamber.

17 et the priests, who minister before the LORD,

weep between the portico and the altar.
Let them say, “Spare your people, LORD.

Do not make your inheritance an object of scorn,

a byword among the nations.
Why should they say among the peoples,
‘Where is their God?’”
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| Sam 7:5-7
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® Then Samuel said, “Assemble all Israel at Mizpah, and I will intercede with the LORD
for you.” ® When they had assembled at Mizpah, they drew water and poured it out before
the LORD. On that day they fasted and there they confessed, “We have sinned against the
LORD.” Now Samuel was serving as leader of Israel at Mizpah.

Il Chron 20:1-3
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! After this, the Moabites and Ammonites with some of the Meunites came to wage war
against Jehoshaphat. 2 Some people came and told Jehoshaphat, —A vast army is coming
against you from Edom, from the other side of the Dead Sea. It is already in Hazezon
Tamar” (that is, En Gedi). * Alarmed, Jehoshaphat resolved to inquire of the LORD, and
he proclaimed a fast for all Judah.

Judges 20:24-28
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24 Then the Israelites drew near to Benjamin the second day. ?° This time, when the
Benjamites came out from Gibeah to oppose them, they cut down another eighteen
thousand Israelites, all of them armed with swords. 2° Then all the Israelites, the whole
army, went up to Bethel, and there they sat weeping before the LORD. They fasted that
day until evening and presented burnt offerings and fellowship offerings to the LORD. '
And the Israelites inquired of the LORD. (In those days the ark of the covenant of God
was there, 28 with Phinehas son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, ministering before it.) They
asked, “Shall we go up again to fight against the Benjamites, our fellow Israelites, or
not?” The LORD responded, “Go, for tomorrow I will give them into your hands.”

In the four sources above, what is the reason for the Israelites'
fasts?Are they self-serving or do they help others in need?

Isaiah 54:3-10

® ‘Why have we fasted,” they say, MR Y A
‘and you have not seen it? R KD
Why have we humbled ourselves, MY 103y
and you have not noticed?’ ;Y70 XD
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and exploit all your workers.
* Your fasting ends in quarreling and strife,
and in striking each other with wicked fists.
You cannot fast as you do today
and expect your voice to be heard on high.
> Is this the kind of fast | have chosen,
only a day for people to humble themselves?
Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed
and for lying in sackcloth and ashes?
Is that what you call a fast,
a day acceptable to the LORD?
® «Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen:
to loose the chains of injustice
and untie the cords of the yoke,
to set the oppressed free
and break every yoke?
" Is it not to share your food with the hungry
and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter—
when you see the naked, to clothe them,
and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?
® Then your light will break forth like the dawn,
and your healing will quickly appear;
then your righteousness will go before you,
and the glory of the LORD will be your rear guard.
® Then you will call, and the LORD will answer;
you will cry for help, and he will say: Here am 1.
“If you do away with the yoke of oppression,
with the pointing finger and malicious talk,
19 and if you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry
and satisfy the needs of the oppressed,
then your light will rise in the darkness,
and your night will become like the noonday.
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What is the purpose of fasting according to the portion of Isaiah above,
which is read as the Haftarah during Yom Kippur morning?
How does this compare with the other sources seen this far?

B. Taanit 11a

RATR RIPI IR MTYIR ...720 RUVIT RIPI NOITN2 2wI7 DD KRR MR
Samuel said: Whosoever fasts [for the sake of self-affliction] is termed a sinner.... Rabbi

Elazar said: [One who fasts] is called a holy man.

What may be the various reasons why fasting for the sake of self-

affliction may be problematic?

Alternatively, why may fasting be considered a righteous act?



B. Taanit 11a
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Rab Judah said in the name of Rab: He who starves himself in years of famine escapes
unnatural death, as it is said, “In famine He will redeem thee from death.” [Scripture
should have said] ‘from famine’. This is therefore what [Scripture] meant to convey. As a
reward for starving himself in years of famine one will escape unnatural death. Resh
Lakish said: A man may not have marital relations during years of famine, as it is said,
And unto Joseph were born two sons before the year of famine came. A Tanna taught:
Childless people may have marital relations in years of famine.

Rashi on B. Taanit 11a, s.V. asur I’shamesh meetato b’shnai re’avon
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For a person is required to create for himself grief

What are the various attitudes toward fasting in the Talmudic section above? What
does Rashi add to the conversation? What does it say about someone who enjoys
him/herself while other suffering according to Resh Lakish?

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Hayyim, 574:4
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It is a mitzvah for a person to starve one’s self in years of famine and it is forbidden to
engage in sexual relations except for the night of ritual immersion, for those without
children it is permitted.

Shulchan Arukh, Orach Hayyim, 574:5
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Whoever separates one’s self from the community does not see their consolation.
Whoever suffers with them merits to see their consolation.

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, The Dignity of Difference, (London: Continuum, 2002), p.30
David Hume noted that our sense of empathy diminishes as we move outward from the
members of our family to our neighbors, our society and the world. Traditionally, our
sense of involvement with the fate of others has been in inverse proportion to the distance
separating us and them. What has changed is that television and the Internet have
effectively abolished distance. They have brought images of suffering in far-off lands
into our immediate experience. Our sense of compassion for the victims of poverty, war
and famine, runs ahead of our capacity to act. Our moral sense is simultaneously
activated and frustrated. We feel that something should be done, but what, how, and by
whom?

What are our responsibilities vis-a-vis life saving charity to those who
live on the other side of the planet and who we will likely never meet?



Dow Marmur, The Toronto Star, “Making fasting relevant during famine,” August
11, 2011

There’s much value in restricting what’s normally permitted as ways of reminding us that
nothing of what we partake is owed to us. Everything we have is a gift to be gratefully
cherished.

It’s also to be shared. For a religious ritual to be relevant, traditional observance isn’t
enough, even when it helps us to impose a spiritual dimension on such mundane activities
as eating and drinking. Though hallowed by the past, rituals must also have meaning in
the present.

That’s the challenge of every religion. While children in affluent countries are exposed to
the mortal danger of overeating, children in the Third World are dying of hunger. It’s
immoral and irreligious to ignore them. If our eating restrictions are to make sense, they
must be expressions of solidarity with victims of starvation manifest in tangible ways of
feeding the hungry.

That, for example, is what is behind the “famine events” of voluntary fasting for 30 or 40
hours that seek to raise awareness and funds for world hunger. The practice started some
four decades ago when 14 teenagers in Calgary came together to fast and collect money
for World Vision. It has since spread to more than 20 countries and engages thousands of
young people in the project.

Parents often tell their children to finish their food because there are
starving children in Africa. The wise (mouthy) child retorts that the
parent is welcome to send the uneaten food overseas.

What is the relationship between eating here and famine there?

What role do we play in the systemic problems that enable the
average North American diet (USA 3754 calories/day/person —
Canada 3605 calories/day/person) to be more than twice that of the
Democratic Republic of Congo (1606 calories/day/person) when
there is no famine?

How can our fasting here improve food conditions for them there?



