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The Spiritual Discipline of Fasting: A Comparative
Exploration in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam

*Hafiza Ambreen Fatima
**Ahmad Fuzail Ibn Saeed
“**Dr. Abbas Ali Raza

ABSTRACT

Fasting is considered an important worship ritual in Abrahamic religions
which teaches moral discipline, sacrifice, repentance and devotion to
God. This study highlights the objectives as well as historical, ritualistic
and theological aspects of fasting. It also explores the similarities and
differences among these traditions in order to observe this practice.
Torah and rabbinic tradition provide the foundations of fasting in
Judaism. These teachings highlight repentance and communal mourning
by significant fasts like Yom Kippur. Christianity connects fasting to
solidarity with Christ’s AS suffering and spiritual preparation, mostly
prominently observed during Lent. In Islam, fasting primarily observed in
the month of Ramadan along with voluntary fasting which can be
observed throughout the year excluding Eid days. The objective of
fasting in Islam is to develop spiritual purity, community solidarity,
physical discipline and charity. This is a qualitative research which is
based on secondary sources; books, articles and online sources. A
comparative analysis highlights the shared themes, spiritual renewal and
empathy. It also highlights the comprehensiveness of Islamic fasting and
its global impact. Fasting helps people to develop piousness, empathy
with poor and sacrifice of wishes for the sake of God in Abrahamic faiths.
Key Words: Fasting, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Abrahamic Religions,
Comparative Analysis, Spiritual Discipline.

Introduction

As like payer fasting is also an important aspect of worship in Abrahamic religions.
There are different days and form of observing fasting in these religions. The overall goal of
fasting is to create a link with God and develop piousness. Through this believers seek
repentance and mercy of God. This study explores in depth the observance of fasting and its
objectives in Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

* M. Phil Islamic studies, Lahore Garrison University, Teaching Staff at Learning Alliance.

** Lecturer, Department of Islamic Studies, Virtual University of Pakistan, Lahore.

EEES

Assistant Prof. Faculty of Social Sciences, Department of Islamic Studies, Lahore Garrison University, Lahore.

ISSN-Online: 2790-8828
ISSN-Print; 2790-881X 82



"THE SPIRITUAL DISCIPLINE OF FASTING: A COMPARATIVE

EXPLORATION IN JUDAISM, CHRISTIANITY, AND ISLAM"

1. Fasting in Judaism
Historical and Scriptural Foundations

The basic teachings about fasting are found in Torah which are expanded by the
rabbinic literature. Yom Kippur which is known as the ‘Day of Atonement’ is most important
fast which is mentioned in Torah:

“It shall be statute forever for you: In the seventh month, on the tenth

day of the month, you shall afflict your souls and do no work at all,

whether a native of your own country or a stranger who dwells among
you.”?

The phrase "afflict your souls" is interpreted by Jewish sages as to abstain from
physical pleasures which also include food and drink. Other fasts in Judaism include Tisha B’Av
which commemorates the destruction of the First and Second Temples. There are also minor
fasts like the Fast of Esther which is tied to the Purim narrative.

Purpose of Fasting

The objective of fasting in Judaism is to get repentance (teshuva), humility and

spiritual renewal. These aspects of worship strengthen the personal link with God and align
their actions with God’s will. Moreover, it fasting develops deeper awareness about spiritual
priorities.
Fasting is associated with teshuva which is considered the act of returning to divine and
correcting evils and wrong doings. While observing fasting believers acknowledge their sins
and seek for God’s mercy and forgiveness. For example, Yom Kippur the ‘Day of Atonement’
is considered most sacred fast in Judaism and is solely dedicated to atonement for sins and
repentance.? With abstain from physical nourishment people show their commitment for
getting spiritual growth and rectifying their sins.

Another important feature of fasting is to cultivate humility by reminding believers,
their dependence on divine for all kind of sustenance. This act of self-denial helps them to
recognize their limitations as well as the omnipotence of divine. This sense of humility is also
seen in the biblical fasts called by leaders during crises like Ezra’s fast for protection and
guidance. 3 Fasting reveals the need for divine intervention and the importance of
surrendering personal pride.

Ritual Observances

Maijor fasts in Judaism like Yom Kippur and Tisha B’Av require from believers complete
abstinence from physical pleasures, food and drink, and physical for 25 hours. On minor
fasting, the restrictions last from dawn until nightfall. Ritual prayers like the Selichot and
communal synagogue gatherings accompany fasting which provides an environment of
collective prayer and reflection.*
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2. Fasting in Christianity
Biblical Teachings on Fasting

The roots of Christian fasting are found in the teachings of the Old Testament and is
reaffirmed in the New Testament. Jesus Christ As fasted for forty days in the wilderness and

established an example for the believers:

“Then Jesus was led up by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted

by the devil. And after fasting forty days and forty nights, he was

hungry.”>

Fasting is a purely display of piety and a private act of worship and devotion as Jesus

AS instructed:

“But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, so that your

fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret.

And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.”®

Fasting in the Early Church

Early Christian observed fasting as a source of developing spiritual discipline. The
Didache which is an early Christian text recommends fasting on Wednesdays and Fridays as a
sign of solidarity and devotion with Christ’s AS suffering.”

The most important fasting period in Christianity is Lent which commemorates Jesus’
AS forty days of fasting and preparation for his resurrection and passion. During Lent,
Christians abstain from indulgences like meat, sweets, or other comforts and focus on
atonement and prayer.®

Fasting Practices across Christian Traditions

Lent is observed as universal, Eastern Orthodox Christianity has some additional
fasting periods which include the Nativity Fast and the Apostles’ Fast. These fasts emphasize
preparation for major feasts. Roman Catholicism observes fasting on Ash Wednesday and
Good Friday and abstains from meat on Fridays during Lent.® These ritual practices show the
diversity in fasting while retaining a common focus on spiritual renewal and connection with
God.

3. Fasting in Islam
In Islam, for fasting the Arabic word ‘sawm’ is used. This worship practice is a divinely
ordained act and one of the Five Pillars of Islam. The Qur’an states it as:
“O you who have believed, fasting is prescribed for you as it was
prescribed for those before you, that you may become righteous.”*°
This verse aligns fasting to the broader Abrahamic tradition and emphasizes its
spiritual purpose which is to develop tagwa (God-consciousness).!!
Whole month of Ramadan which is the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calendar is

the primary fasting period. In this month, Muslims abstain from food, drink, smoking and
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marital relations from dawn (fajr) to sunset (maghrib). The Qur’an also verifies the fasting of
earlier Abrahamic faiths that fasting was also prescribed for them.!2

Objectives and Spiritual Significance
The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) highlighted the blessings of fasting:
“Whoever fasts during Ramadan out of faith and seeking its reward will
have his past sins forgiven.”!3
Fasting teach self-discipline, the feelings of empathy for the less fortunate and
gratitude for God’s uncounted favors on man. Moreover, it develops communal bonds as
Muslims usually break their fasts together in iftar meals and engage in collective worship
activities such as taraweeh prayers.'*

Voluntary Fasting

In addition to fasting in the whole month of Ramadan, Muslims observe voluntary
fasting like the six days of Shawwal, Mondays and Thursdays, and the Day of Arafah. These
fasts benefit believers with spiritual development and reward.

Fasting in the month of Ramadan is obligatory for every Muslim who has its capacity.
The prime objective of fasting is to get piousness and God fearing. It brings a believer close to
Allah. In this month Muslims are motivated to do different acts of charity and welfare for the
needy. The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) described:

“Whoever gives food for a fasting person to break his fast, he will have a
reward like theirs, without that detracting from their reward in the
slightest”?>,

This act also creates strong bonds for the social relationships among the believers.
Other than the month of Ramadan believers are encouraged to observe voluntary fasting
Mondays and Thursdays, the six days of Shawwal following Ramadan, and the day of ‘Arafah
during performance of Hajj.®

The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) described the blessings of additional fasts: “Fasting
on the day of ‘Arafah expiates the sins of the previous year and the coming year”'’. The
voluntary fasts enhance the nobleness and God fearing of the believer. Fasting teaches to
suppress desire and allowed food as a test of God becomes prohibited. The believer has its
focus to get eternal reward instead of worldly pleasures. The Prophet Muhammad (PBUH)
narrate: “Fasting is a shield; it will protect you from the Hellfire and prevent you from sins”?2,
Fasting also teach Muslims how to avoid from sins and to get the will of God.

If we see with health point of view, there are numerous researches which highlight
the benefits of fasting. Even non-religious people do fasting to get those medical benefits.
Modern studies suggest that intermittent fasting is beneficial for metabolic health and
improving brain function. In Islam, primary intention behind is to improve spiritually, however
it contain many medically benefits. Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) described: “The son of
Adam does not fill any vessel worse than his stomach. It is sufficient for the son of Adam to
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eat a few mouthfuls to keep him going”*°. This Hadith highlights to adopt moderation and
self-control.

In social perspective, fasting develops solidarity and empathy in the Muslim societies.
People gather for aftar meals in mosques and homes and develop community bonds. The
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) said, “He is not a believer whose stomach is filled
while the neighbor to his side goes hungry” (Ibn Majah, 3251). Other than fasting Muslims are
motivated to take care of relatives and neighbors.?°

Fasting is a great source of getting forgiveness and mercy of God. Holy Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH) said: “Whoever fasts during Ramadan out of faith and in the hope of
reward, his previous sins will be forgiven” (Bukhari, 38). The fasting develops a thinking of
repentance and avoid from sins in future.

By abstaining from food and drink in the day for several hours, Muslim develop self
control and patience which becomes beneficial for them in adverse circumstances and trials.
Holy Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) advised: “When one of you is fasting, let him not utter
obscene talk or raise his voice in anger. If someone reviles him or fights with him, let him say,
"I am fasting'”2. Through this the believers develop virtues like to restrain, humility and
forgiveness.

The other most important benefit of fasting is to develop strong link with the Holy
book Qur’an. In Ramadan, the Qur'an was revealed as Holy Qur’an states: “The month of
Ramadan [is that] in which was revealed the Qur'an, guidance for the people and clear proofs
of guidance and criterion”?2. During Ramadan the reward of every noble deed increased, and
Muslims recite the Qur’an and also listen its recitation during the Traveeh prayer. They reflect
on Qur’an deeply to understand its teachings and apply them in their lives. So, the month of
fasting nourishes the Muslim with religious education and its application in best spirit. The
Ramadan also brings pleasures for the believers. As Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) stated: “The
fasting person has two moments of joy: one when he breaks his fast, and the other when he
meets his Lord”%3. So fasting has multi-dimension benefits for the believers in order to
develop God consciousness, self discipline, purification and forgiveness from sins.

4. Comparative Analysis
Shared Values
The Abrahamic faiths share several principles regarding fasting:
1. Spiritual Purification: Fasting is a mean of cleaning the soul and drawing connecting
with God.
2. Repentance: Judaism, Christianity and Islam observe fasting to seeking forgiveness for
evils and sins.
3. Empathy and Almsgiving: Fasting is linked with compassion for poor and is
accompanied by acts of charity.?*
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Differences in Practice

1. Duration and Timing: Islamic fasting is concentrated during Ramadan and some
additional fasting. Jewish and Christian fasts follow various calendars and
observances.

2. Rituals: Islamic fasting prohibits all food from dawn to sunset, while Christian and
Jewish fasts may allow limited consumption or focus to abstain from specific foods.

3. Communal vs. Individual Focus: These religion emphasize community relationships
during Ramadan uniquely involves global observance and nightly prayers.

5. Modern Adaptations and Challenges

Modern adherents of Judaism, Christianity and Islam face several challenges in
observing traditional fasting practices due to emerging secularization, demanding work
schedules, and health concerns.?

6. Universality and Consistency in Practice

Fasting during Ramadan is mandatory for all healthy Muslims. These rules are clear
and universal. It is a consistent practice in diverse communities and cultures. It develops a
deep sense of global unity as over a billion Muslims fast simultaneously.

On the hand, Jewish fasting is limited to certain occasions like Yom Kippur and is
basically observed by devout followers.

7. Comprehensive Spiritual Objectives

Fasting in Islam consists of multidimensional acts which include physical abstinence,
moral rectitude and spiritual devotion. It develops tagwa (God-consciousness) and fear of
God.
Jewish fasting has its main focus on self reflection and repentance. It is often linked to
historical events of mourning. Even though it is meaningful, it lacks the continuous emphasis
on spiritual development.

Fasting in Christianity during Lent emphasizes preparation for significant events like
Easter. However its objectives are often symbolic and lack the consistent moral development
than Islam. Fasting in Islam develop personal piety, empathy gratitude and discipline and
make it a spiritual exercise.

8. Balance between Physical and Spiritual Aspects

Islamic fasting balances physical abstinence and spiritual growth. Muslims abstain
themselves from food, drink, and immoral activities during fasting time. They also engage in
extra voluntary prayers (taraweeh), Qur’anic recitation and acts of voluntary charity other
than the due charity. This dual focus is a unique feature of Islamic fasting.
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Jewish fasting focuses on physical deprivation as an act of repentance and getting
close to God. However, it lacks a broader framework to link fasting with moral development
as a societal level.

Christian fasting is a selective abstinence like to refrain from certain foods (e.g.,
meat). The absence of a defined physical discipline decreases its transformative impact in
comparison to the rigorous Islamic fasting. Islamic fasting develops the soul and body. It also
fosters discipline and humility.

9. Integration with Worship and Charity

Islamic fasting is inseparably associated with acts of charity, feeding others and
worship. Muslims also offer additional prayers during Ramadan and are obligated to give
zakat al-fitr (charity) to ensure that poor people can celebrate Eid al-Fitr. This significant of
poor welfare in Islam highlights the social and communal aspects of fasting.

Jewish fasting focuses on repentance and occasional charity. It does not focus on
communal acts of worship or charity during fasting periods.

Christian fasting emphasize on individual personal devotion. The acts of charity may
accompany fasting but they are not an integral part of this practice.

Fasting in Islam uniquely merges individual spirituality with the welfare of society. It
creates a balanced moral framework for societal development and harmony.

10. Inclusivity and Adaptability

Fasting in Islam also accommodates believers with legitimate excuses like illness,
travel, or pregnancy. Alternatives days of fasting can be observed. Moreover, feeding the poor
is also allowed for continuousill person. It ensures that everyone regardless of physical ability
can get the great blessings of fasting. Allah promises to give the reward of fasting to the
believer Himself.

Jewish fasting in this regard is strict with limited provisions for those who are unable
to fast. It may exclude believers from participating in this practice fully.

Christian fasting is often considered voluntary and makes allowances less relevant.
However, this voluntary nature of fasting decreases its universality and collective societal
impact.

11. Clear Ethical and Moral Guidelines
Islamic fasting also goes beyond to abstain from food and drink. It requires refraining
from all sinful behaviors like lying, gossiping, and quarreling and it emphasizes on moral
discipline. A hadith states:
“Whoever does not give up false speech and evil deeds while fasting,
Allah is not in need of his abstinence from food and drink.”2®
Christianity and Judaism encourage introspection and repentance with fasting. These
traditions lack the comprehensive ethical framework which is integrated in Islamic fasting.
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12. Societal and Global Impact

The month of Ramadan creates a deep sense of global unity and communal solidarity
in Muslims. Breaking the fast (iftar) at same time and communal prayers bring communities
and families together. The high focus on charity ensures that the fasting remains beneficial
for the weaker section of society.?’

Jewish fasting practices are limited to specific communities and lack a collective
global or societal impact.

The individualistic nature of fasting in Christianity, coupled with its optional
observance, limits its broader societal impact.

Islamic fasting fosters a unique blend of personal growth and collective harmony,
making it a transformative practice on both individual and societal levels.

13. Spiritual and Emotional Fulfillment

Islamic fasting is imbued with a sense of divine closeness and spiritual renewal. The
night prayers (taraweeh) and recitation of the Qur’an elevate the fasting experience,
providing emotional and spiritual fulfillment.

While Jewish fasting is meaningful, its focus on mourning and repentance can make it
a somber experience rather than one of spiritual renewal.

Christian fasting often centers on symbolic acts, lacking the structured rituals that
provide consistent spiritual fulfillment.

Islamic fasting’s emphasis on worship, gratitude, and joy ensures a spiritually uplifting
experience unmatched in other traditions.

Interfaith Understanding

Fasting, as a shared practice, offers a platform for interfaith dialogue and
understanding. Discussions about fasting can foster mutual respect and appreciation for the
common spiritual heritage of these religions.

Conclusion

Fasting in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam embodies a shared spiritual heritage,
reflecting a collective commitment to repentance, devotion, and moral discipline. Despite
these shared values, each tradition manifests fasting uniquely, shaped by theological tenets
and historical contexts. Jewish fasting emphasizes collective atonement and reflection, with
a focus on historical events and ethical dimensions of social justice. Christian fasting, though
diverse across denominations, centers on preparation and spiritual solidarity with Christ’s
sacrifice. Islamic fasting, as exemplified by Ramadan, stands out for its holistic integration of
physical discipline, ethical conduct, spiritual enrichment, and societal welfare. The
universality and consistency of Islamic fasting unite Muslims worldwide in a collective act of
worship, fostering a profound sense of community and God-consciousness.
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The analysis underscores the distinctiveness of Islamic fasting in its comprehensive
approach, balancing physical abstinence with spiritual elevation and moral discipline. Its
adaptability and inclusivity, accommodating individuals with legitimate excuses while
maintaining spiritual engagement, further enhance its accessibility and impact. Unlike the
symbolic or occasional fasting practices in Judaism and Christianity, Islamic fasting provides a
structured, transformative framework that fosters self-discipline, gratitude, and empathy,
extending its benefits to society at large.

Fasting serves as a shared platform for interfaith understanding, encouraging dialogue
and mutual respect among adherents of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. As a timeless act of
devotion, fasting continues to inspire individuals and communities, reaffirming its role as a
cornerstone of faith and spiritual renewal across the Abrahamic traditions.
studies while pursuing academic excellence. On the other hand, academic efficacy (AE) and
emotional exhaustion (EME) were both found to have significant impacts on students' overall
burnout. Although Cynicism (CY) burnout was initially low, it was slowly accumulating, which
could eventually result in higher levels of burnout later on. The results of the study were
aligned with the previous studies. The well-being of high school students is a cause for
concern, as they appear to be increasingly vulnerable to experiencing higher levels of burnout
in the coming times. Additionally, the study revealed that burnout can potentially emerge
during the early secondary school years. This suggests that students may be encountering
feelings of restlessness and burnout as a result of ongoing academic pressures, specifically in
relation to Emotional Exhaustion (EME).
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