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We fast with gratitude, submission and pleasure because our Lord Allah has made fasting obligatory upon us. He with His Divine Mercy has made fasting a humanitarian teaching, geared especially toward spiritual, consequential, physiological, psychological, economical and political benefits. Yet, due to word constraint, this essay only allows me to focus on one of the most vital fundamental wisdoms of fasting: The shuddering of one’s Ego. In particular, this essay will present fasting as the remedy to resolving many of today’s global issues which originate from the desire of Anger, such as murder, domestic violence, war, rape and assault.
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Fasting, the shudder of the Ego

Fasting is an invitation to self-awareness. It is a call to compassion for the needy: A cry of worship and a song of contentment. Fasting is a discipline of self-restraint, a ritual of purification, and a sanctuary for offerings of repentance. It is a wellspring for the spiritually dry, a compass for the spiritually lost, and inner nourishment for the spiritually hungry. Fasting is the manifestation of patience, the enhancement of self-awareness and the drive to self-improvement. In this respect, fasting becomes the method in which we can see the negativity of ourselves from a detached objectivity, and from that vantage point we can conquer our impulse, manifest the best of our psyche and have authority over our desires. In our contemporary world, we can see that humanity is in desperate need of a medium that attempts to control the negative human desires in order to reach perfection. Reaching perfection is aspired through the realm of fasting. On this basis, this essay attempts to use the realm of fasting as the remedy to resolve one of today’s major destructive issues, the issue of Anger and Aggression.

             There is a hidden sweetness in the stomach's emptiness and there is flick of light behind our thirst. When the human brain and stomach is burning clean by fasting, the desire for the consumption of food and water clears from within us and a new energy emerges: An energy that awakens the human psyche. Our bodies, by nature, are vessels driven by desires and impulses. Yet when hunger, thirst and sexual deprivation are felt by the human body in the practice of fasting, it places those bodily desires under the mind control. Thus, fasting is an intellectual phenomenon. As Muslims, we fast in order to cleanse and rationally control every desire that lies within us. We fast so that we do not live for bodily pleasures but to base our actions on intellect, reason, benefit and piety. By fasting we are training ourselves in cultivating a higher moral character, perfecting our character, which Gurudeva defines as “the ability to act with wisdom.” Thus, when we fast we fast with an ambition, with struggle and with patience. The main objective to why we fast is to be obedient to no entity other than Allah. For:
"Truly, my prayer and my service of sacrifice, my life and my death, are (all) for Allah, the Cherisher of the Worlds”

Hence, from the Islamic perspective, fasting is the apparent sign of obedience and submission toward Allah. Fasting is like the endless water from the river that flows over rough stone mountains with an unhesitant effect and a direct aim.  Fating is endless in its effect and without hesitation fasting scatters over rough circumstance with a direct aim. When our body, spirit and mind abstain from food, drink and sexual intercourse during the prescribed hours of fasting, we manifest this direct aim. The aim is to be submissive to no entity other than Allah. To explain: fasting is a phenomenon that splits apart the human desire from the human intellect. This splitting creates the right atmosphere for our actions to be God-conscious everywhere and every time. For example: we can publically be God-conscious yet in secret we may impose a misled character. The point of fasting is to replace this hypocrisy with sincerity. We fast, so that every decision we make disenchants the desires of pleasure, instead reinforcing the human intellect. Only then can the flick of light open the vein of richness that exists within us. In other words, only when we utilise reasoning, everything rich within us will be manifested. Thus, with our actions, we will be God-conscious and God-submissive both publicly and secretly. Thus, As Allah the Almighty says in His holy Quran: “Fasting is made compulsory for you...so that you may attain God-conscious” (Al-Baqarah 2:183). 

Therefore, the most important consideration in undertaking a fast, as in any act of devotion, is to always be submissive to Allah (Athar, 1984, p 32). This form of submission, by the Divine design, generates a spirit of piety in an individual. To explain: when we fast, we revolutionise (either voluntary or involuntary) against our impulses by setting limits to our desires. And by acting upon the limits we set, through the practice of fasting, we successfully (yet with great struggle) place those desires under the mind control. This methodology in itself generates the piety of the individual for the human action will no longer be based on desires but logic and intellect: which in turn makes the outcome unselfish. Thus, by fasting we become tapped into the continual stream of thought, analysis, and awareness just beneath the surface of our intellect (Athar, 1984, p 32). To take an explicit example: water is predominately a desirable consumption that the human body urges to consume in the state of thirst. In fact, the desire of quenching one’s thirst can be so demanding that, in some cases, it becomes extremely difficult to avoid acting upon this desire. Yet, by abstaining from that drink (by fasting) we develop in us the ability to exercise self-restraint. By doing so, fasting becomes the remedy in which we can use to subjugate all forms of egoism that lie within our self. 
If we take a look at the world today we find that many individuals are often not equipped with the proper attitude to face the challenging problems that they are confronted with. And because of this particular reason, we observe an increasing rate in suicide, murder, violence, rape, crime and iniquity all which initially take root from the impulse of Anger. Throughout the history of mankind, many psychologists, philosophers, meditators, counsellors, socialists and even politicians have provided a range of theoretical work designed to replace this negative desire (Anger) by developing the piety of the individual. Yet the majority of these theorists fail to provide the practical methodology that best illustrates their theory. Remarkably however, when we search through the pages of history we find that there are many ordinary Muslims who resolved the issue of Anger by merely fasting. According to the Islamic perspective, fasting provides a tremendous opportunity for self-improvement (Athar, 1984, p 38). Fasting not only regulates and systemizes the energy of Anger but also trains us to be firm, consistent and wise about the decisions we make. We fast so that we can steer our minds away from food, drink, desires and temptations in order to focus our energies toward our subtle inner self. We fast because we want to purify our soul, cleanse our intention, clear our mind from everything vain and to bring about the abundance good that lie within us. 

Indeed, we live in a culture that promotes looking for answers outside of ourselves. Philosopher Alan Watts captured this eloquently in the title of his classic work “On the Taboo against Knowing Who You Are” (cited in Cott, 1977, p 54). However, this constant cultural reinforcement to look for answers outside of ourselves results in justifying almost any behaviour since we are not acknowledging the problem that lies within us. On the other hand, fasting provides a complete break from our usual outward focus and instead allows us to deal with our inner stimulations (Cott, 1977, p 59). In this sense, fasting enhances self-awareness and self-improvement. Without a doubt, this is a challenging path. Since old patterns and habits are deeply etched into us. Yet this is why we fast. We fast, so that we can be assisted in making the deep fundamental changes in our lives. We fast, so that we can position ourselves in a peaceful state, to clarify our thoughts, to see our lives with a detached objectivity and to work on the qualities that need to be changed, improved or removed. One of these qualities, we fast for, is the quality of Anger. We fast to be assisted in removing this disease.  

For, Anger is a phenomenon that engulfs every entity that comes near it, burning even the innocent, the friend and the family who risk rescue.  Anger is a negative whirlpool in the mind-lake. It is born out of ignorance. For under the sway of Anger, we murder, retaliate, invade, rape, and abuse like a furious blaze. We lose our memory, our understanding becomes clouded and our intellect gets perverted. Thus, the only way Anger can emerge is if we implement the hostile thought within us without reasoning. This is when fasting is needed most, for it awakens the human psyche. Fasting teaches us that in order to eradicate this furious blaze, we must utilise reason by directing our Anger toward problems and not people; to focus our energies on answers and not excuses.

Firstly, through fasting we attain the significance of foregoing retaliation: For fasting is a phenomenon that invites us to ponder over the conception of overcoming one’s desires, even when faced with oppression. Indeed, from an evolutionist and naturalist perspective, this concept opposes one’s natural order for the natural being only exhibits goodness when goodness is presented to him.  However, such ideology fails to explain how this very same impulse within the human nature can be conquered by the individual choice. Let us take an explicit example that best illustrates this idea. In 2007, over a hundred fasting Burmese Monks were physically attacked by the military regime in a protest against oppression. During this incident, thousands of civilians gathered stones to shoot at the military regime in protection of the Monks. Yet, the Monks request was for the stones to be dropped, for their aim was to attain justice through peace and not through violence. Fasting allowed the Monks to rise above the impulse that wanted them to take revenge. In contrast, the Monks refraining while fasting (let it be from food or drink) became a test method which taught them to control their desires and to strengthen their positive attributes in the most disturbing circumstance. 
The above example beautifully analyses how Anger is controlled through patience and self-restrained, both of which we learn from fasting. As Muslims, it is obligated upon us to abide to this teaching. In reality, fasting is an endless phenomenon. It does not end within a month but rather is a strategy that we can use for life. Fasting is a mean which teaches us that in order to manifest the best of actions we must utilise reasoning and attain genuine self-control. In other words, let our actions be based on rational thinking, on consequential thinking and on effective thinking. For example: when there is a little irritability, we must stop the conversation and observe the vow of silence. If we find it difficult to control Anger, we should leave and take a brisk walk. And by taking this walk, let us find the twittered instinct of Anger within us: Hold it and try to eradicate it. For example: we should not get Angry when one calls a “Muslim Dog”.  Have we developed now four legs and tail like a dog? At this point, we must ask ourselves “what is this abuse”? Is it not mere vibration in the ether? Would I really gain anything by retaliating? No, I will waste my energy. I will hurt the feeling of another: For surely “an eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.” Thus, I will do real harm to the world by sending a current of hatred. This world is unreal. I will live here for a short time only. Let me bear this insult. Let me implement the veracity of fasting. Let this flame within me curve into something of a smile. Let me excuse this person. And so, by this, we have lived the reality of fasting. 

The above example leads us to infer by analogy the fact that we are Muslims and without a doubt we have been accused of been terrorists. Our countries have been invaded and our homes have been occupied. Our women have been raped, our men have been insulted and our children have been murdered. Our resources have been robbed. Our religion has been insulted. And our belief has been falsified. Yet, we have remained silent. We have remained patient. We have remained forgiving. We know that Anger is a great force. We have controlled it by transmuting it to Love. We have implemented the true essence of fasting on a daily basis. We have curbed our desires by tolerating continuous hardship.  This is the real objective of fasting. We have fostered a strong will. Fasting has helped us control every negative impulse so that there is no trait left other than the good to manifest. Fasting has taught to make wise decisions. To have authority over our impulse: To melt into this great beauty: To be patient and to manifest the best of our psyche even in the mist of the most difficult circumstance: because if the human action excludes intellectual reasoning, then the outcome of that action can be extremely devastating.    

For example: according to the global bureau statistics, (cited in HRWGR, 1995) 20% of women have killed their children by nursing them with breast-milk when they were in a state of Anger. 75% of youth engage in violence during the period of puberty to impress the opposite sex. 40% of women suffer/red from domestic violence due to the patriarchal reinforcement of men. 45% of the victims of sexual violence are under the age of 18. Almost 86% of the world’s countries have experienced war. 79% of the committed murders are a result of revenge (HRWGR, 1995). All these incidences exemplify a common cause. They were all committed for either a sexual, psychological, economical, social or political pleasure. None of these incidences are based on a logical foundation.  

Hence, it has become apparent that humanity is moving like a wave twisting its path into destruction. We have ripped from our minds the right that we have been born with, which nothing but wise decisions can alter. We have allowed pleasure and desire to invade our ability to reason. We have become skilled with illusion; we have played with a mist of fire. Now we must work with fire itself. See it. Understand it. Not with our naked eye but with the power in us to become conscious of.  Only then, only when we utilise intellect, can we lift our hands, hold this fire and eliminate its existence within us. Only when we live life with a cause, being certain of the purpose of our existence, knowing that every action we take is free of ignorance and justification, supported with knowledge and wisdom, striving to win the pleasure of Allah with every breathe that we take, then we are amongst the blessed and righteous. 

In order to be amongst the blessed and righteous, let us cut the tongue of insult just as we have cut the tongue of thirst and hunger. Let us control the blood of Anger just as we have twisted and controlled the blood of our desires. Let our Ego be shuddered and our temptation be rejected. Let us forbid our self from causing harm just as we have forbidden our self from eating and drinking. By all this, we will live the morality of fasting every day and everywhere. Let the benefit of fasting appear. 

Let the rays of our fast pour down across our Ego, running light and energy into our hearts and intellect. Let our heart open like a seeding, accepting nothing but everything that is good.  By this means, let the realm of fasting set genuinely within us and the mind to comprehend this realm. For only when wisdom, knowledge and comprehension set within us, can we sent beauty out of ourselves into the hearts of others. This is why we fast. Let us abide to why we fast.
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