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The Door Is Round and Open
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I’ve been thinking about fasting.
We are now somewhere in the middle of the month of Ramadan, the ninth month 

of the Islamic lunar calendar during which a practicing Muslim observes a month-long 
sunrise-to-sunset fast.  Fasting during Ramadan is one of the Five Pillars of Islam, one of 
the five things a Muslim has to do to really be Muslim.  The Five Pillars, which some of 
you know way better than me, are 

• The declaration of faith (the shahada).  There is no God but God and 
Muhammad is God’s prophet.

• The practice of praying five times each day
• Fasting during Ramadan
• Giving to the poor
• making a pilgrimage to Mecca

Fasting as a spiritual practice is pretty common.  I grew up Roman Catholic, and 
there are strong traditions of fasting there.  Fasting is really strong in the various Hindu 
traditions.  It’s part of many of the Native American spiritual traditions.  If you are an 
observant, practicing religious/spiritual person, fasting is likely part of what you do.

Fasting is not really something that I’ve really done.  My spirituality is more 
about taking part in something than it is about renouncing things or denying things to 
myself.  Lent was not really a thing I did real well growing up.  My family did a no red 
meat Friday during Lent, but that really doesn’t seem a very demanding fast.  The 
thought of going a whole month, dawn to sunset, without eating or drinking seems 
pretty intense — and kind of intimidating — to me.

And the Ramadan fast is much more encompassing than that.  The Ramadan fast 
is about refraining from food, drink, tobacco, and sex.  And, according to a Christian 
who converted to Islam, it also entails

on the behavioral level, abstinence from falsehood, speaking ill of others, 
quarreling or engaging in angry talk, discussion of disreputable matters, and 
wrong behavior of any sort.1

That is a pretty high bar, but oh what a world that would be.  No lying, no disparaging 
other people, no quarrelsomeness, and no engaging in angry talk.  There are a lot of 
people who would be pretty silent.  A lot of us who would be pretty silent.

The month of Ramadan is the month when the Qur’an, or its first verses, were 
revealed to Mohammad (peace be upon him).  This is especially celebrated on the odd 
nights of the last ten nights of Ramadan.  It is during this time that what has been called 
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the Night of Power is celebrated — the night the first verses were revealed.  Shia and 
Sunni Muslims differ on which nights are the most special, but just which night is the 
“actual” Night of Power is not specified in any of the branches of Islam. The poet Kazim 
Ali ends a poem called Ramadan with these lines:]

The secret night could already be over,
you will have to listen very carefully—

You are never going to know which night’s mouth is sacredly reciting
and which night’s recitation is secretly mere wind—2

You are never going to know which night the holy word is spoken, so you just have to 
be ready, quiet, open to hearing it.  The Night of Power is a night when mercy and 
forgiveness and grace are especially available — but you don’t know which night it is 
for sure.  Ramadan feels like it is teaching about being ready, being open.  Letting go of 
things so that one might be open for something else—another experience, a new sense 
of self, a new world.    

Mohja Kahf’s poem “One Walnut Hemisphere” seems to reinforce this.  She 
likens the fasting of Ramadan to Thoreau’s call to “simplify!” and in this new world, 
with this new self, she contemplates how 

One walnut hemisphere, poured 
over with olive oil, is almost too much. 
How could I have eaten such 
richness undizzied, before?  3

Mohja Kahf’s fast would have us enter a world that is dizzying, with selves that are 
readily dizzied.  

I can understand this as an outcome of a fast: a new recognition of abundance.  
Choosing to go without for a while increases the appreciation for when I allow myself 
to partake again.  But this is probably a simplistic understanding of a fast.  I should also 
hang on to the dizziness — that increased sensitivity, increased openness.

Some of you might, like me, have a Coleman Barks rendering of the Sufi poet 
Rumi that you hear when you think about openness.  Barks calls it “The Guest House”: 

This being human is a guest house. 
Every morning a new arrival.

A joy, a depression, a meanness, 
some momentary awareness comes 
as an unexpected visitor.

Welcome and entertain them all! 
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Even if they are a crowd of sorrows, 
who violently sweep your house 
empty of its furniture, 
still, treat each guest honorably. 
He may be clearing you out 
for some new delight.

The dark thought, the shame, the malice. 
meet them at the door laughing  
and invite them in.

Be grateful for whatever comes. 
because each has been sent 
as a guide from beyond.  4

There is a part of me that is always a little annoyed at this poem.  “Be grateful for 
whatever comes…”  Yeh, that is a demanding request.  “Even if they are a crowd of 
sorrows / who violently sweep your house / empty of its furniture . . .”  

I think I’m especially interested in the idea of Ramadan and fasting this year 
because we have all been on a fast lately, a fast that has come largely as a crowd of 
sorrows who have violently swept our house empty of its furniture.  We have given up 
a lot, as individuals and as a community and a country in the last couple months.  And 
this fast is not ending soon.  I guess I’m still hoping somehow to take this fast as “a 
guide from beyond.”  If some of this quarantine version of fasting can be something we 
choose, something we are practicing, what then?  

Fasting feels to me like it is about ego — not ego as in boasting about look how 
much self-imposed hardship I can take on.  That is not what fasting is about.  Mohja 
Kahf confronts this in a poem called “Ramadan’s First Rung”: 

In Ramadan, food becomes clay,
becomes plaster, has no sway
over me during the day

I can work with it in the kitchen
sculpt it into meals, and not even
think of dipping a hand in,

as if it were for other creatures,
not human, not with my features:
Desire, you have no reach here!
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I don’t even remember,
by mid-month, to feel hunger
at the sunset cue, only wonder

that I had once lived in its clutches
or thought of it as much as
I used to before my crutches

were whisked out by Ramadan
“I’m free,” I think, “Bring it on!”
“I’m free!” I think—but I’m wrong

This is only the first illusion—
No vice worsts self-delusion
I’m still in the realm of confusion,

as the truth dawns and stuns:
I have not even begun
to climb Ramadan’s first rung5

Bring it on, look at me, that is not what spiritual fasting is about.  This makes me 
think of Isaiah 58 where some are complaining to God:

“Why do we fast, but you do not see?
Why humble ourselves, but you do not notice?” [Isaiah 58.3]

And God replies, 

Look, you serve your own interest on your fast day,
and oppress all your workers. [Isaiah 58.3]

And then God explains the fast that God chooses, that God wants us to choose:

Is not this the fast that I choose:
to loose the bonds of injustice,
to undo the thongs of the yoke,

to let the oppressed go free,
and to break every yoke?

Is it not to share your bread with the hungry, 
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and bring the homeless poor into your house;
when you see the naked, to cover them,

and not to hide yourself from your own kin?
Then your light shall break forth like the dawn,

and your healing shall spring up quickly . . . [Isaiah 58:6-8]

What if what we have to do now is to choose our fast?  In practice, people choose 
to fast in response to a crisis in their life, as a way to navigate grief, as a way to prepare 
themselves before entering into a new stage of their life—a way to prepare themselves 
before entering into a new world.  In Ramadan, the fast is to observed, practiced so 
“that you may glorify God for guiding you and that you may be thankful” according to 
the Qur’an (2.185).  The Ramadan fast is about not taking things for granted but 
understanding our desires and opening ourselves to compassion for others who are 
suffering.  

The writer Arundhati Roy calls the current crisis a portal.  She points out that: 

“Historically, pandemics have forced humans to break with the past and 
imagine their world anew. This one is no different. It is a portal, a gateway 
between one world and the next. We can choose to walk through it, dragging the 
carcasses of our prejudice and hatred, our avarice, our data banks and dead 
ideas, our dead rivers and smoky skies behind us. Or we can walk through 
lightly, with little luggage, ready to imagine another world. And ready to fight 
for it.”6

During the Ramadan fast, the practice is to wake before the dawn for a meal 
before the day’s fast.  In a rendering by Coleman Barks, Rumi would have us learn that 
“The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell you. / Don’t go back to sleep.”  We can’t go back 
to what normal was. We can wake to a new world.   The Ramadan fast is about 
confronting our desires, understanding them anew, and perhaps learning what we 
really desire if what we desire is wholeness and healing.  Rumi says, “You must ask for 
what you really want. / Don’t go back to sleep.”  We are at a threshold.  Rumi says, 
“People are going back and forth across the doorsill / where the two worlds touch.”  
And maybe what I’m supposed to learn is that fasting is a spiritual practice for the 
crossing of thresholds.  The pandemic “is a portal, a gateway between one world and 
the next.”  Rumi encourages us:  “The door is round and open. / Don’t go back to 
sleep.”  

Reflecting on his experience of fasting for Ramadan, Kazim Ali discovers, he 
says,

Another benefit to the fast: 



Page  of 6 6

You learn who you are 
and then who you really are. 
And who you really are 
is not always as close to or as far 
from who you are as you imagined  7

Here’s my prayer: May now be a fast that can open us to learning who are are and who 
we really are.  May we abstain from falsehood.  May we not speak ill of others.  May we 
listen to the night’s sacred mouth and all who suffer.  May we open to our dizzying 
world.  May our light break forth like the dawn.  May our healing be quickened.  Let 
this be the fast we choose.  The door is round and open.  May it be so.
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