Understanding of Fasting in Daoism and Islam

It is an old saying in China that “Old age is inevitable, but there is no excuse for senility”. A person’s eating and drinking habits play an important part in the health and life longevity of a person. The idea of food currently we have is of taste and nutrition but we fail to realize that intake of bad food and bad eating habits play a major role in the illness of a person. A person may not care for its health while it is sound but in the vitality of youth when the body is able to conceal weakness, at that moment a person may not realize that he/she is abusing their body and sooner or later they will fall into illness and their life span will be shortened. For Daoists, a significant aim is to extend one's life, ideally to the point of immortality. For this purpose, there are multiple practices that Daoists indulge in to achieve their aim. One of these practices is Bigu. Bigu literally means avoiding grains. Bigu is a Daoist fasting technique which is one part of the complex system of Daoism to achieve immortality. By looking into other religions, we find that there is also the concept of fasting for achieving different aims. One such religion is Islam. In Islam fasting is regarded as a highly spiritual and virtuous deed. 

In the essay I will compare the concept of fasting in Daoism and Islam. I will explain how Daoism and Islam define fasting and what aim of fasting is there in both religions. I will explore similarities and differences in the practice of fasting in both religions.

Confucius long ago said that the superior man does not eat too much. Doctors advise to control the food intake. Under modern healthcare, a person is advised to eat and drink enough to fulfil the body’s energy needs. Too plentiful of food creates illness in a person’s body. Similarly, too strict a diet can be harmful as well. It bring discomfort and fail to provide the body with needed nutrition. The deficiency in the understanding of food in current society is that majority of modern research does not hold food and spirituality together. They fail to connect and relate that food has effect on spiritual health of a person. However the religion of Islam and Daoism recognize this aspect and give importance to the connection between food and spirituality. Eating the right foods at the right time have positive effect on not only on our physical heath but also on our spiritual health. Similarly not eating right foods at the right time will effect a person physical and spiritual health. Li Ch’ing Yuen, who it is said lived for 250 years, recommended that people not overeat on summer nights and that eat heartily on winter morning. Because summer heat makes a person stagnant whereas the added calories of a good breakfast help combat the cold of winter (Liu, 1978). This highlights that eating the right food is not the only thing that a person needs to be careful of but rather the timing of the food matters as well. But to attain morality, which is a major aim of Daoists, one must practice fasting. And fasting involves refraining from eating certain foods and using Daoist alchemy to suppress hunger and replace the source of energy. Wu Yun in his essays “The body can be made to last”, discusses about the possibility of attaining immortality without any special inborn factors or acts of divine grace, by mere practice. He focuses in the cultivation of Qi-energy, which makes the mind pure and free from desires and leads to the attainment of moral virtues (including filiality, loyalty, sincerity, and humility). Eventually, one can attain exceptional longevity and a state beyond death. A person on achieving such state may die but will not perish. He provides with the five sections. First “”Guarding the Dao” encourages the practitioners to follow a lifestyle based on yin and Yang and the preservation of essence, in all cases keeping their body strong and healthy. Second, “Ingesting Qi” describes the practice of the five sprouts (energy of the five directions), breathing exercises and the abstention from grains. Third, “Nourishing the Body” focuses on the abstention from sexual activity and need to rid oneself of all physical desires; instead, prayers and purifications should be undertaken, fortifying the body against leakages of energy and attacks from demons. Fourth, “Guarding the spirit” describes the harmonization of the forces within the body, achieved through the reversal of seminal essence from the lower abdomen into the brain. Fifth, “The Golden Elixir”, finally, discusses the creation of great medicine in the body, the realization of the pure pearl of immortality within. He emphasizes the need to be free from desires and the attainment of a stable mind and strong inner body, anticipating notions of purity and tranquillity (Daoism Handbook (Vol 14), 2000). One of the most interesting things about Daoism is that it does not draw a line between spiritual and physical health. The very first section talks about a lifestyle that has to be adopted and then the second section contains the abstinence from grains.

The Daoist fasting technique, Bigu is a fasting method where grains (wheat, rice, barley, millet, sorghum, etc.) are eliminated from the diet and the person makes use of highly nutritious superfoods including medicinal herbs and minerals at the start, then ultimately abandoning all form of food intake and surviving on Qi created and regulated within the body. In his work Baopuzi (Book of the Master who embraces simplicity), Ge Hong, a government official and would be alchemist, asserts that ‘the practice of fasting brings about various positive results, including weight loss, removal of intestinal worms, elimination of hunger and thirst, calming the heart-mind, reversion of the hair from white to black, the renewed growth of lost teeth, increase in vitality and overall stamina, improvement in eyesight and hearing, concentration and refinements on internal energies, stabilization of the circulation of the Qi, cleansing of the viscera by elimination of built up wastes in the body and changes to the physical digestive system that make it redundant (Kohn, Daoist Body Cultivation, 2006). Two important points to note here are; 1. Removal of intestinal worms, 2. Removal of hunger and thirst. These two are the outcomes of daoist fasting technique. Firstly the removal of the intestinal worms. The intestinal worms are ‘the three corposes’ (sanshi), which are divine parasites that reported misdeeds to the celestial administration and upon orders from above proceeded to make the body sick and weak. Among the many energies and entities in the human body, according to Ge Hong, Three corpses are the most destructive that actively hasten a human’s decay. Their nourishments happens through the intake of grains which keeps these parasites alive and as long as these parasites are alive the person’s body stays rooted to the earthly realm which prevents the attainment of immortality. Thereefore, these worms must be put to end. Second point is the removal of thirst and hunger. The ancient Daoist text called the “Writings of the Masters of Huainan” says:
 
“Those who eat meat are brave but cruel.
Those who eat Qi have bright spirits and long lives.
Those who eat grains are intelligent but die early,
Those that do not eat at all are immortal.”

This tells that to achieve immortality, ultimately a person has to abandon all for of eating. Abandoning all forms of eating must not be confused with starving oneself. Controlling the desire for hunger and thirst is related to concentration of will. This can be understood by the story of Confucius and his disciple Yen Hui. The sage recommends Yen Hui to fast, upon which Yen Hui replies “My family is poor. For several months now I have had neither wine nor strong vegetables. Do I not fast enough already?” The sage replies “you are talking about the fast of a sacrifice not the fast of the heart”. “What is the fast of the heart?” Yen Hui asked and sage replied “Concentrate your will. Do not listen with your ears but with your heart. Do not listen with your heart but with your Qi…The Qi is empty and thus responsive to all beings. The Dao is found in that void and that void is the fast of the heart.” (Schipper, 1993). This highlights the very important aspect of Daoist is fasting which is ‘Qi’. When the grains are avoided, the Qi is being cultivated in the body. By stopping eating grains, a person can use the medicinal herbs to suppress hunger & provide essential minerals at the start and with time manipulate the breathing and practice Qigong to provide energy to the body through ingesting and cultivating Qi.

In Daoism, fasting is part of the necessary steps to achieve immortality. It has very particular dietary instructions and strict practice, if a person wants to become immortal. However the understanding and practice of fasting in Islam is quite different that Daoist understanding and practice of fasting. Fasting is one of the five pillars of Islam. During the month of Ramadan, which is the ninth month in the Islamic calendar, all adult Muslim men and women are required to fast for whole month. Travellers, sick (or not in normal health) and women in menstruation are allowed to defer their fast in the month of Ramadan but because fasting in the month of Ramadan is compulsory they have to make up for it later. Fasting, if observed under the given Islamic instructions, is considered an act of worship. For any adult Muslim man or woman, to not observe fasting in the month of Ramadan without any justified reason on the grounds of religion is considered a sin. Therefore every Muslim is required to fast in the month of Ramadan. This contrasts with fasting in Daoism. In Daoism, a person has to fast if he aims to achieve immortality and there is no compulsion to fast. But in Islam every adult Muslim must fast for a month and the goal of fasting is not to achieve immortality but rather to worship Allah (God) and seek Allah’s mercy and forgiveness as Prophet Muhammad told “Allah said, 'All the deeds of Adam's sons (people) are for them, except fasting which is for Me, and I will give the reward for it.” (al-Bukhari, 2017). The month of Ramadan is regarded as a month of forgiveness and mercy. Prophet Muhammad (peace and blessings be upon him), who Islam regards as the last Messenger of Allah, said: “When the month of Ramadan begins, the gates of the heaven are opened; the gates of Hell-fire are closed, and the devils are chained.” (al-Bukhari, 2017). Therefore, alongside five daily prayers that every Muslim is obligated to offer daily, in the month of fasting, there is an additional prayer called Tarawih which has to be offered after the fifth prayer at night time. Muslims are encouraged to offer more prayers during the fasting month. At the end of the month of fasting, there is a celebration festival ritual called Eid-ul-Fitr which is translated as Feast of Breaking the Fast. It is a day of happiness to be celebrated with family and friends. For Daoists, fasting is a long term process. There is no time limit that it has to be practices for a certain month with obligation. Nor there is a ritual celebration at the end of the fasting month. Other than the month of Ramadan, if a person fasts under the given instruction, it is also considered an act of worship and regarded as highly virtuous. It is recorded that Prophet Mohammad (PBUH), other than fasting in the month of Ramadan, He often fasted voluntarily. 

General instructions on fasting define it as abstinence from eating, drinking, smoking and engaging in any sexual act. In a day, fasting is observed from dawn to sunset. After the dawn takes place a person must follow the instructions of fasting and at the time of sunset the person fasting can break the fast by eating or drinking. During the day if a person deliberately eats or drinks anything, inhales anything from mouth or mouth (this includes smoke and powdered substance), engages in sexual act then the fast will be broken and this can be regarded as sin in the court of Allah. However there are exceptions as well. If a person eats or drink anything unintentionally, then the fast is not broken. This is very different than fasting in Daoism. For Daoists fasting technique, avoiding grains is an important factor. But Islam has no restriction on grains or any other foods from eating in Ramadan (except the foods that are generally forbidden in Islam i.e. non halal foods). In Daoist fast, a person can use herbs and minerals in case of hunger but in Islam nothing should be eaten or drunk unless it is the time of the breaking the fast. Eating other than the time of breaking the fast results in an act of wrongdoing and the person needs to make up for the fast later on. Other than the foods and drinks, there is another aspect of fast. Alongside controlling the food intake, a person fasting is expected to keep away from bad actions. Whether it is telling a lie, or deceiving anyone or getting angry or engaging in any act which can be considered wrong on religious grounds: such acts should be avoided. That is because the purpose of fasting is to practice and increase self-control. It is to encourage the person to observe one’s desires. As desire are never ending, for a person who gives into desires it is very easy to commit sins. Therefore, one purpose of fasting is to control desires and strive to be a person who commits good deeds and develop self-control so that a person can overcome selfishness, greed laziness & other vices. Fasting is to experience the blessings that a person is granted by Allah and to learn to be grateful for what a person has. This can be related to the teachings of Lao Tzu. As Lao Tzu says in Tao Te Ching, “I have three treasures which I hold and cherish. The first is known as compassion. The second is known as frugality. The third is known as not daring to take the lead in the empire.” (Tzu, 1963). When a person refrains from eating and drinking, there is sensation of thirst and hunger. In such moments the person who is fasting will come to experience empty stomach, what poor and hungry people go through when they do not have the means and resources to nourish themselves. This experience is a moment to be cultivate compassion, be grateful for the blessings that a person has and learn to value & not be wasteful with the resources such as food. This instructs the person to be frugal in consuming things and through compassion one is encouraged to help and share with fellow humans. Often times it is the things that we have which we neglect. It is a moment to appreciate health as a result of nourishment from food. This gratitude has to be felt in everything that a person has in their life. It embarks a person on a journey of gratitude as well as a sense of responsibility and feeling for others. It makes the person understand that while as humans we think we are the leaders of the world, we are dependent on food and water to survive and with this we will not be able to survive. However Daoists use fasting to overcome this dependency on food by absorbing Qi from the universe and very little or no Qi from food. 

	Fasting in Islam is not limited to the physical needs of the body. In Daoism the purpose is to achieve immortality through fasting whereas fasting in Islam is a source to increase not only physical health but also greatly enhance spiritual health and reach the level of immortality for the life after death. Imam Ghazali, a prominent Muslim theologian, explains different classes of fasting in Islam. He writes: “There are three classes of fast. (1) Fast of the general Muslims. It is to restrain oneself from eating and drinking and from sexual passion. This is the lowest kind of the fast. (2) fast of the few select Muslims. In this kind of fasting, besides the things of first class, a person refrains from sins of hand, feet, sight and other limbs of the body. (3) Fast of the highest class. These people keep fast of the mind, in other words they don’t think of anything else except God and the next world. They think only of the world with the intention of the next world as it is the seed ground for the future.” (Imam Ghazali, 1982). The third class of fast is the highest class of fast. The highest class of people are the prophets and the near ones of God. This kind of fast is kept after fully sacrificing oneself and one’s thoughts fully to God. This highlight a very major similarity between fasting in Daoism and Islam which is the “fasting of the mind” and “Immortality”. In Daoism, to achieve immortality a person has to keep fast of the mind. Similarly, in Islam one has to keep fast of the heart to achieve immortality. Islamic belief is that this human life is temporary and life after death is permanent. If a person commits more bad deeds in human life then after death, the balance of good deeds and bad deeds will be negative and the person will have end in hell. Daoism has a similar concept of points associated with actions and negative balance leading to hell. Islam regards that if a person is able to keep the fast of the mind, it is the highest state that a person is reaching. Therefore after the person dies, he will be immortal in the heavens. Such people are free after death. They can enter the realms of earth and heavens after dying without any restriction. 
	
	Daoism and Islam, even though there are differences in the beliefs, understanding and practice when it comes to the fasting and fast of the mind, the end goal of fasting in both Daoism and Islam is to reach immortality. But they both perceive immortality in different aspects. Islam says that a person is mortal in this life, immortal in life after death and Allah decides when the person will die regardless of a person’s health condition. Daoism recognises that through the teachings of ancient sages, a person can achieve immortality. The difference remains that Islam holds that immortality is achieved through worship of Allah whereas Daoism holds that immortality is achieved through complex set of instructions and practical activities laid out by ancient sages. Even though there are similarities and differences in the Islamic and Daoist understand of fasting, it is important to acknowledge that ‘Fasting’ holds an important status in the literature of both religions.
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