B. 8th Sunday in Ordinary Time #3                                                                Mk2: 18-22

Scene

This is the third in a series of five stories of controversies Jesus had with those who typically opposed his positions on religious matters. It reveals Jesus’ attitude on fasting.

Background

Fasting is the temporary suspension of food for a religious purpose. The renunciation of self implied in it apparently contributed to the notion of self-achieved holiness, against which the prophets inveighed at times (see Jer14: 12; Is58: 3-9). The fact that neither Jesus not his disciples engaged in fasting as a pious practice bothered those who did. This scene highlights for the third time the difference between the old religion and the new one Jesus personifies and brings. The issue here is private, voluntary fasting. There were mandatory fasts, rare in number, which were imposed on the whole people in time of national crisis. Such fasts are not at issue here, nor is the fast on the Day of Atonement, an annual and mandatory communal fast.

Text

v. 18 The disciples of John and of the Pharisees: The Pharisees did not have “disciples” as such, though individual scribes among their number did. Both the Baptist’s followers and those who subscribed to the Pharisaic version of religion would have been much more ascetic in the traditional sense than Jesus or his disciples.

Were accustomed to fast: We don’t know as much about the practice of fasting and the reasons for it as we would like. The OT specified only one day when fasting was mandatory upon all Israel. This was Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, a day for cleansing oneself from sin. Fasting was seen as an act of repentance in preparation for forgiveness. Sometimes a national fast would be declared in time of crisis. The idea was that God would see his people’s behavior, starving themselves, and intervene dramatically to ward off the crisis. These occasions would be rare. However, by the close of the prophetic period, other occasions (not prescribed in scripture), had become traditional. This was not national fasting but devotional fasting, self-denial and mortification. This is what is meant here in this discussion. By the time of Jesus the Pharisees fasted every Monday and Thursday. (That’s why Christians, when they took up fasting again did so on Wednesdays and Fridays, in order to distance themselves from the “hypocrites” [Didache8: 1].) What we don’t know is exactly what fasting was supposed to express. Piety? Self-consecration? Mourning? Expectation of the End? Putting all those motives together, it seems that fasting, personal fasting, was a pious act of repentance designed specifically to hasten the coming of the time of redemption.

But your disciples do not fast?: Jesus’ theme of the nearness of the kingdom, a theme he shared with the Baptist, would have prompted the Baptist’s disciples to ask why Jesus’ disciples were not preparing for that great day. The Pharisees’ motivation would be a different story. They measured sanctity by externals and Jesus and his band of merry men were just too merry to be holy. Fasting was right up there with prayer and almsgiving as one of the three major indicators of sanctity (Mt6: 1-18). Jesus himself enjoyed eating and a taste of the bubbly a bit too often and a bit too much to qualify as a truly holy man in their estimation (Mt11: 16-20; Lk7: 31-35). The pious hypocrites were scandalized by this laxity, or so they claimed. They were really just out to get Jesus on any charge they could.

v. 19 Can the wedding guests fast while the bridegroom is with them?: Jesus does it again. He outwits his opponents on their own terms and turf. In an argument the rabbis would answer a question by asking a better one, (the Hebraic form of the Socratic Method). This may well be a known and often quoted proverb put in question form (much like “Can you get blood out of a stone?). Or it can be merely a way of underlining the obvious (much like “Is the Pope catholic?). In any event it focuses on inappropriate action. Since a wedding is a time for great joy, eating and drinking and merry-making, it would be inappropriate to engage in activities that bespeak sadness and sorrow , such as fasting. In another context fasting would be fine, but not at a wedding. Now, neither the OT nor later Jewish religious literature pictures the Messiah as a bridegroom, so Jesus is using the term as a metaphor for himself as he was wont to do with many other images. We do not need to say, as some do, that this was a later (titular) insertion by the church, something that Jesus would never say of himself.

v. 20 But the days will come when the bridegroom is taken away from them: This clearly refers to the death of Jesus. Now, this verse could well have been inserted by the early church to interpret Jesus’ understanding of the pious practice of fasting. The physical absence of Jesus, not only as a result of his death but also of his ascension into heaven, establishes a relationship with him different from the one his closest disciples enjoyed while he was on earth “in the flesh.” “Fasting” connotes sorrow. People fasted to express sorrow for their personal sins, the sins of the whole nation, and the death of loved ones. It is totally out of place during times of joy, such as at a wedding feast. Indeed, if a feast day, such as one commemorating the historic achievements of Israel, fell on a Monday or Thursday, the customary days for private fasting, fasting was forbidden because it would run counter to the joy the occasion was supposed to foster.

And then they will fast on that day: Once Jesus, the bridegroom, is no longer present in the flesh, then his disciples, the bridegroom’s attendants, can appropriately express their sadness at his absence (death) and their sorrow for their sins once again. It is a fact that the early church quickly returned to the practice of fasting soon after Jesus’ earthly departure. That is not to say that Jesus actually left them altogether. He, of course, gave them his Spirit and abided in them through the Eucharist. Nonetheless the physical absence of Jesus in the ordinary sense marked a dramatic change in the experience of his followers. While he was physically present, he was the sign par exellence that the kingdom, hoped for and fasted for by people like John’s disciples, was already entering the human experience. Joy was the only appropriate response to that phenomenon; sorrow (fasting) would have been a denial of it, and most inappropriate. Those who continued to fast, like the Baptist’s disciples and the Pharisees, did so because they did not believe in Jesus.

v. 21 unshrunken cloth on an old cloak: The metaphor of the bridegroom and fasting at a wedding is reinforced by two more illustrative comparisons to underscore how inappropriate fasting/sorrow is now that Jesus is here. It is as foolish as using valuable new cloth, never washed and so never shrunken, to patch an old cloak. The next time it is washed the unshrunken new cloth will shrink and pull away from the oft-washed  old cloth and the tear will get even worse than before the patch. The new dispensation which Jesus personifies and brings is like new cloth. It is not merely patch material for the old dispensation. The old practices do not always express the new reality.

v. 22 new wine into old wineskins: Old wineskins are brittle, a metaphor for the old dispensation. New wine needs room to breathe, expand, ferment. New wineskins, a metaphor for the new ways of piety and morality required to allow proper expression of the new dispensation, are needed. Pouring new into old will create pressure on the brittle old as the new expands and cause an explosion, to the ruin of both the skins and the wine. The new ways of expression need new forms. We presume that Jesus means that even fasting must take on a new form in the new dispensation, for it cannot express sorrow at the absence of Jesus or sorrow for sin in the same way the old fasting expressed sorrow and repentance. 

Reflection

The question about fasting and Jesus’ answer to it is not merely about the abstention from food and drink for religious purposes. As with all the other controversies Jesus had with his opponents, he uses the topic at hand, in this case fasting, as the foil, the backdrop, to teach about deeper realities. Fasting, then, is a metaphor for sorrow, sorrow as both a feeling and an attitude. We experience the feeling described as sorrow when a loved one dies. We decide to have the attitude of sorrow when we become acutely aware of our sins and their consequences. In the old accepted way (of Judaism) a person expressed both the feeling and the attitude of sorrow by fasting. The idea was to demonstrate to God in a dramatic way (ashes, sackcloth, moaning, and fasting) the inner condition of the suffering one in the hope that God would see the suffering and be moved to pity. It was really an attempt to control God by manipulating his well-known characteristic of compassion. Fasting was always prone to leaving the one who fasted with the feeling that he/she had actually done something so good that he/she deserved God’s mercy, had earned it. The fasting person could so easily compare himself/herself to the ones who didn’t and come out smelling like arose. Like all other pious practices, fasting and the motives for it need constant review and evaluation, lest it become an exercise in self-righteousness.

There can be no doubt that Jesus was not exactly in love with fasting as a pious practice. He fasted for forty days after his baptism and before launching his public ministry, but there is no other mention of Jesus fasting, hence the objection by the disciples of John and the Pharisees. In fact, Mk does not mention that Jesus fasted in the desert at the time of his temptations as do Mt and  Lk. It was clearly not an essential feature of Jesus’ piety, though he does not, in that event, condemn it. The early church took up fasting again after Jesus ascended into heaven, not as a sign so much of sorrow , though there was that, at least at first. Later generations could hardly mourn the physical absence of Jesus, never having experienced his physical presence. No, the church saw fasting as a “prayer of the body.”  It brought the body into harmony with the mind and spirit. Christianity is very “body-oriented” and body friendly. After all, the basic tenet of Christianity is that the Word became flesh, lived and suffered in the flesh, and bodily rose after death. One day our bodies (in some yet-to-be-disclosed form, as an integral aspect of our persons, will live in eternity. We will not become pure disembodied spirits. The old tripartite core of Jewish piety- prayer, fasting and almsgiving- was just too basic to be abandoned. It needed to be baptized, though.  Prayer, as a mental exercise, should lead to almsgiving, charity. Fasting, as a means of identifying with the hunger of others who do not have the “luxury” of fasting, given that they are starving, should also lead to almsgiving. Both prayer and fasting are ways of sensitizing us to the real needs of others and being the Lord’s body so that he can express himself through us. In Mt17: 21 we read that certain kinds of demons can only be exorcised by prayer and fasting, quoting Mk9: 29. The text is suspect. “Fasting”  was probably added by a zealous scribe. In fact, the whole verse in Mt may has been written into the text (copying from Mk and adding “fasting”). Despite the doubt about the authenticity of the texts as they have come down to us, the point is still well made. Fasting, as a way for the body to pray, only adds to the effectiveness of the Spirit’s ability to be effective in us and through us. Later, celibacy would be seen as a  “fast of the emotions” and become a mainstay of what we now call religious life. Far from being a denial of sexuality or flesh, it was a way for the body to be and to pray, indeed a way to express sexuality, not repress it.

Yet, as good as fasting is, Jesus cautioned that fasting or any other pious practice could express the wrong attitude and be inconsistent with the Christian perspective. Just because something feels “holy” or makes us feel so, does not guarantee that it is actually good. Jesus was saying that fasting at a feast is foolish. Fasting in preparation of the coming of the Messiah was foolish because he was already here, present in Jesus. Because his disciples knew what John’s and the Pharisees didn’t , they feasted rather than fasted. It was a much more appropriate and fitting response to the situation. We would all do well to review our own pious practices to make sure they reflect Jesus present within us and not our personal tastes and preferences.

Key Notions

1. Fasting is not an essential feature of Christian piety, though it can be baptized.

2. Some pious actions, though not wrong in and of themselves, can be inappropriate to the occasion, like saying the rosary during Mass, lighting candle during Mass, or anything else during Mass when the bridegroom is present.

3. Jesus’ style of piety was a scandal to the self-righteous. Specifically, he liked to eat and drink too much to be a truly holy person in their eyes.

Food For Thought

1. Fasting: Fasting is not the same thing as dieting nor the same thing as starving. There is nothing wrong with dieting and dieting can become fasting if done for religious motives. In a sense, almost everyone (except starving people) diets. Most of us follow a regimen of denying ourselves certain foods or amounts in the interest of our own good health. And that is really an acceptable religious motive. If we diet to merely look good, rather than feel good, we are not doing so for religious motives. While there is nothing wrong with looking good, we can actually jeopardize our health in the interests of being slim. That would not be good. Some people have an addiction to this and can hide behind the very laudable practice of dieting in order to mask the serious disorder. Fasting is different from dieting in that it is occasional rather than daily and is done for the specific motive of training the body to pray. In this sense, fasting can well be the stimulus for daily dieting, dieting not to lose weight per se, but to gain discipline over one’s bodily appetites in order to function better as a representative of Christ. Just as religious fasting can stimulate a person to eat healthily, so it can sensitize a person to the starving of the world and be moved to do something about it, to feed the really hungry. There is really no comparison between fasting, a voluntary, temporary, occasional act, and starving, an involuntary, chronic, unhealthy condition. But, fasting can help those starving folks if the one who fasts becomes committed to the bodily and spiritual health of the starving. Fasting not only alerts one to one’s body or the food needs of others, it extends that awareness to all needs of others. Though fraught with danger of self-righteousness (“I fast and that’s proof I’m good.”), fasting has much to recommend it as a pious practice.

2. Old vs. new: As good as fasting can be, Jesus used it as an example of how different the old ways of religion were from his new ways. He did not come to patch up Judaism or to give it a shot of B-12. He showed that God wants a relationship of love, not laws, with his people. He knew that humans have to discard even good things in order to enjoy even better things. He wasn’t saying fasting was bad in itself, only that as an expression of sorrow it was inappropriate while the Lord, as bridegroom, was with them. And the Lord is with us today. We need to be sensitized to that presence. A good example of inappropriate pious behavior can be seen after the Communion of the Mass. In returning the Eucharist to the tabernacle the overly pious priest or minister will genuflect after placing the hosts behind the door. Externally, it seems so pious and respectful, but it denies a deeper reality. Why would one genuflect to the Eucharist presence outside one’s body when one has that very presence inside one’s body? It is a denial of the more important locus of the Eucharist. The Eucharist was given by Jesus to be inside us and an effective way for him to express himself through us. Genuflecting or kneeling to the tabernacle right after communion is as inappropriate as going to a wedding and fasting. When it hits home, of course, when we feel the same sting as the Pharisees felt when Jesus first uttered these words. We, like they, will go looking for a defense, instead of surrendering to his wisdom. Like them we will say, “It’s traditional.” And Jesus will answer, “That’s exactly my point.” On the outside not genuflecting or fasting may seem impious, when in reality it may well be much more respectful of the Presence.
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