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WHY I FAST ON YOM KIPPUR

By Jeffrey S. Rosenthal

(September, 1996)
http://probability.ca/jeff/writing/fasting.html

I am of Jewish ancestry, however I was not raised with Jewish traditions or
culture. I am not religious and do not believe in God (in fact I am a Secular
Humanist). I have few religious friends, and attend few Jewish events (religious
or otherwise). Why is it, then, that for approximately the past eight years I have
followed the Jewish tradition of fasting (abstaining from all food and water) for
the 24-hour period that is Yom Kippur?

This is not an easy question for me to answer. I believe I began following this
tradition because I had friends who did, because it seemed "cool" and an
interesting test of my strength, and because it had an exciting if mysterious
historical connection. But now in my adult life, it seems appropriate to answer
this question more fully, to articulate what pulls me, despite my lack of religious
feeling, towards this tradition. I believe the answer is many-fold.

HUMILITY: Fasting helps me to remember that I am not all-powerful, that I
cannot have everything all the time.

SACRIFICE: Fasting reminds me of the many who suffer, who go hungry, on a
daily basis; and helps me to sympathize with and identify with them.
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TRADITION: Jews have been fasting on Yom Kippur for many thousands of years;
it is both inspiring and humbling to be a part of that tradition.
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HISTORY: It is impossible to deny that we are all a product of our ancestors, both
genetically and culturally. During Yom Kippur, I try to read a little bit about
Jewish history and tradition, to understand this attachment.
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STRENGTH: Fasting is a test of, and encouragement towards, my ability to
master my physical self through mental focus.

REFLECTION: While fasting, I attempt to think about my situation and place in
life, where I have been and where I am going.
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ATONEMENT: While I do not believe in atoning to God, I do believe we should
take time to ponder our failings, both to make amends and to improve ourselves.
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HEALTH: It is possible that fasting for one day a year helps to clear out our
digestive system, leading to health benefits.

VARIETY: It is all too easy to lead a life in which every day is the same. Fasting
on Yom Kippur ensures that at least one day per year will be very different.
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