Repentance and fasting: An Interfaith Grand River discussion

The theme of Interfaith Grand River’s October 2008 meeting was suggested by the Jewish calendar. The date of the meeting, October 2, came during what for Jews are the Ten Days of Repentance, between the New Year celebration and the fast day of Yom Kippur. The day itself was a minor Jewish fast, the Fast of Gedaliah. And the month-long Muslim fast of Ramadan had just ended. So repentance, with its related theme of fasting, was on the table.

A Jewish speaker outlined some of the characteristics of the approach to repentance that Jews take at this time of year. The Hebrew word for repentance, t’shuvah, actually means return, signifying that repentance is a return to God. The prayers for forgiveness on Yom Kippur are phrased in the plural: a Jew prays for forgiveness not only for his or her own sins but for the sins of the community. And where a sin involves harm to another person, the person who has committed the sin must seek not only God’s forgiveness but the forgiveness of the person who has been harmed.

Christian speakers noted that their tradition took a more individual approach to repentance. A Lutheran speaker remarked that his tradition comes from the Reformation period, which is “the beginning of the primacy of the individual.” A Roman Catholic speaker said that the statement in her tradition, “I confess and ask for forgiveness,” is also individual.

For a Christian Science speaker, weakness and evil are really “mortal illusion”: “We look for places where mortal illusion has distracted us from spiritual reality.” He finds a lesson in forgiveness in the parable of the Prodigal Son: “Once we get our thinking freed from mortal illusion, the unconditional love is there.”

The Catholic tradition includes fasting as as way of “incarnating a reality in ourselves.” Fasting is less prevalent in Protestant traditions. A Lutheran speaker, who identified Lent as his favourite season, suggested that fasting does not have to mean abstention from food. It could be a “fast for the senses” — for example, abstention from music.

Fasting is also not part of the Sikh tradition. Nor is there a particular season devoted to repentance. “Every day is a special day,” a Sikh speaker said. “We ask God for forgiveness every day. We fast from telling lies and from doing bad things.”

For a Buddhist speaker, true repentance means that “we sincerely wish that the deed had never occurred and we repent of it; we intend to ensure that it will never occur again; we relinquish any advantage or profit we have gained by the initial act; we confess fully and frankly what we have done to those injured; we make reparations or restitution to the offended, to the fullest extent of our ability.”

A Unitarian speaker said that in her community, which includes many “outcomers” or people with religious baggage, “repentance is a tough sell.” A statement used in Unitarian practice — “We forgive ourselves; we begin again in love” — touched off a lively discussion of whether we can, in fact, forgive ourselves. The Unitarian speaker made it clear that forgiving ourselves does not free us from responsibility: “We forgive ourselves — but then we have to act.”

The need for repentance to be followed by action was a theme that ran through many of the contributions. “We cleanse our inner spirit and remember the poor,” said a Muslim speaker. A similar idea in Judaism is that tikkun nefesh, repair of the soul, should lead to 

tikkun olam, repair of the world. A Sikh speaker gave what might be an example of such action: in Malaysia, facilities for Muslims to break the fast of Ramadan were organized by a Christian church.

