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Celebrating Sukkot with a slightly slanted Sukkah! 
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Reflecting on the meaning of 
observance at this point in the 
year seems particularly fitting,  
as in the Jewish tradition we 
celebrate the beginning of the 
Jewish new year. While I always 
look forward to the sweetness 
and abundance that Rosh Ha-
shanah brings, I can never help 
but look ten days ahead to Yom 
Kippur, the Jewish Day of 
Atonement. Notable as the 
holiest day in the Jewish calen-
dar, Yom Kippur is also known 
as a day of abstention. On this 
day, among other prohibitions, 
Jews are instructed to abstain 
from food and water for twenty-

five hours. 

Thus, while this time of year 
brings with it food, family, joy, 
and celebration, my mind is 
also inevitably drawn to growl-
ing stomachs, day-long ser-
vices, and cranky congregants. 
Ask an observant Jew why they 
fast on Yom Kippur, and 
chances are they can rattle off 
some line about how fasting 
helps to center prayer and 
draw one’s focus to atoning for 
sins committed in the past 
year. However, such a re-
sponse is almost inevitably 
followed by an obstinate quali-
fication: “It doesn’t make 
sense, though; the only thing I 
really think about is food. If I 
could just eat a little, I’m sure 
I’d do a much better job of 
focusing on prayer.” The argu-
ment varies, but the resistance 
remains: why do we fast and 

how does it actually help us? 

Since coming to Macalester, I 
have reflected more on what 

this tradition means and how it 
is instructive. Though my reflec-
tion has not produced a ration-
ale that strays radically  from 
more traditional explanations of 
fasting, it has helped me iden-
tify ways to approach this form 

of observance with purpose. 

For me, and I would venture to 
guess, for many, prayer can 
often be a time of discomfort. 
One might struggle with impor-
tant questions or dilemmas, 
personal shortcomings related 
to religious and spiritual obser-
vance, and/or frustration with 
faith tradition. And so while  
some might argue that the 
value of fasting lies in its ability 
to focus prayer, what I have 
come to appreciate about fast-
ing is precisely how it makes my 
prayer so very unfocused. Far 
from setting my mind and spirit 

in one place, it plays upon these 
forms of dissonance that I feel 

when I pray. 

Though the natural response to 
such experience is undoubtedly 
one of resistance, I have found 
that suspending this inclination 
and embracing the sense of con-
flict that fasting highlights bring 
meaning to my spiritual obser-
vance. To embrace the discom-
fort, so to speak, or to at least be 
willing to sit with it vulnerably and 
without judgment, provokes a 
visceral awareness of conflict that 
I believe is instructive. So while I 
am confident that I will continue 
to look forward to breaking the 
fast with family and friends each 
year, re-envisioning the way I 
approach fasting has brought 
meaning and purpose to my per-

sonal observance on Yom Kippur. 
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Welcome Back! Welcome Back! Welcome Back! Welcome Back!     

Father Jim has re-

turned and regular 

Sunday Mass has 

resumed!   



Among the observances char-
acteristic to the East Asian 
culture, the practice of bowing 
may be one of the more visible 
forms. Simply, you hold your 
hands together or rest them at 
your sides, and bend at the 
waist. But this practice holds 
value not only culturally but 
spiri tual ly as hapchang 
(Korean) or gassho (Japanese) 
in the meditative traditions of 
Ch’an, Soen, or Zen. When the 
body is taught to bend, the 
mind is taught to bend. The 
physical practice of bowing 
gives rise to the mind of bow-
ing. As a spiritual practice, if we 
could learn to bend our backs, 
perhaps our minds too might 
learn to soften and spare the 
earth the violence of our moral 
certitudes, stiff spines, and the 

tempting conceit of being right. 

Bowing points to a modesty 
that is contrary to the values 
more in vogue — that of assem-
bling skills and means neces-
sary for engineering a life more 

certain, manageable, reliable, 
and successful. Instead, bow-
ing yields to circumstances and 
does not ask to be accommo-
dated, allowing the world to be 
what it is without automatically 
having it conform to our per-
sonal preferences, values, or 
ethics. Bowing recognizes the 
all too human tendency to get 
caught in the persistent gravita-

tional pull of the self toward 
s e l f - r e f e r e n c i n g ,  s e l f -
absorption, self-repetition, even 
self-improvement. But bowing 
offers a chance at escape ve-
locity, less interested in secur-
ing and grounding the self than 
in glimpsing constellations and 
nebulae far greater than the 

self. 

And precisely there, in that 

place of immeasurable size 
and magnitude, neither mod-
esty nor humility adequately 
describes the actual mind of 
bowing. In that place of scale 
and dimension, it would seem 
more accurate to describe the 
bowing mind as having no atti-
tude or position at all, because 
there is nothing that will serve 
as the final point of compari-
son. In that place of sheer mag-
nitude — indeed a “circle whose 
center is everywhere and 
whose circumference is no-
where” — the mind ceases to 
function comparatively with any 
degree of seriousness, be-
cause nothing can serve as an 
ultimate point of reference for 
anything else. In that place of 
generosity, there is but one 
bowing: a bowing uncon-
strained by any kind of rela-
tional consideration, a bowing 
that happens freely of its own 
accord, a bowing in which the 
accoutrements and trappings 
of the self finally dissolve into a 
wondrous smile that gets the 

joke. 

Such bowing does not mean 

J U S T  B O W I N G  
B Y  K P  H O N G  
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that we default on judging and 
acting on what is ethically asked 
of the moment, or that compari-
sons of “right” and “wrong” are 
lost to infinite ambiguity and end-
less deferral. Rather, it means 
that we choose, compare, and 
make judgments without being 
trapped by them into positions of 
moral rectitude or ethical superi-
ority, thereby freeing us to actu-
ally make better decisions about 
“right” and “wrong.” But even 
more, such bowing means that 
we resist the urge to quickly re-
store familiarity to what we think 
and know “should” and “ought” to 
be. If we can bow, we may pause 
just long enough for life to have 
swung into directions we could 
not have foreseen. Such bowing 
that allows life to unfold in its own 
way is to stay awake in the wild 
living moment itself, whatever it 
may be, and to resist rocking 
ourselves to sleep with the com-
forting bedtime stories we know 
so well. While such fictions may 
repeat to us the world we have 
built and depend upon, they keep 
us from stepping into the only life 
we can actually experience. So 

why not bow? 

I ask myself the following ques-
tion every day because I do not 
have an answer to it yet. Why 
was I culturally shocked and in 
need to acculturate as I trav-
eled a few hundred miles from 
Arlington, Virginia, to St. Paul, 
Minnesota, especially when 
moving from Quetta, Pakistan, 
to Arlington was the smoothest 
transition I could have ever 
imagined? The cultural shock 
was supposed to happen after 
moving from one continent to 
another, not after moving from 
the Mid-Atlantic to the Mid-
West. I conjecture many possi-
ble reasons for this irony but at 
the same time I do not desire 
to attain an answer that re-
sponds to this question thor-
oughly. The more I induce my-
self into this question’s per-
plexity, the more I relate my 
every day life with broader 
questions about my daily life, 
the community in which I re-
side, and how my religious 

ethics is shaped in relation to 
these different geo-social ex-
periences from Quetta to Ar-
lington, and then from Arlington 
to St. Paul. My journey from 
Quetta to St. Paul was not just 
a physical one, it was also a 
religious one. The observance 
of Ramadan was transformed 
due to the different cultural 
milieu of these different com-
munities. Therefore in order to 
appreciate the practice of fast-
ing, I started to realize that my 
cultural setting played a critical 
role in how I valued the reli-

gious significance of Ramadan.  

Back home in Quetta, Pakistan, 
Ramadan is a celebratory 
event. Before sunrise, the fam-
ily gets together to eat a hefty 
breakfast. And then during 
sunset, the family ends the fast 
by feasting on a sumptuous 
dinner. Due to this celebratory 
aura of Ramadan, the obser-
vance of Ramadan is a pleas-

“As much as Macalester aims at fulfilling the 
needs of students in observing their respective 
religious doctrines, certain things such as a 
community cannot be translated from one 

space into another.”   

“The old teachers taught 
that not to know is to step 
into life without repeating 
yourself.”   - John Tarrant 

ure. No doubt fasting does 
cause discomfort, but when 
everyone fasts looking forward 
to a fulfilling meal to break the 
fast, then the accomplishment 
of fasting becomes a rewarding 
experience. Back home, the 
pain of hunger recedes be-
cause the person next to you is 
going through the same feel-
ings. Even though in Arlington I 
was alone only with my mother, 
the celebratory nature was 
provided by a restaurant next 
door named Ravi Kabob that 
served the entire south Asian 
community in Virginia with its 
free fast-breaking appetizers. 
As a result, since remnants of 
the communal approach to 
fasting continued during my 

travel from Quetta to Arlington, 
the cultural shock that I feared 
the most never came to haunt 
me. The journey from Arlington 
to Macalester was shorter in 
distance but more drastic pre-
cisely because the celebratory 
nature of Ramadan was trans-
formed into a month of unfeasi-

ble struggle.  

At Macalester, I no longer had a 
mom to cook those feisty meals, 
nor friends with whom to share 
my experiences, and no Ravi 
Kabob to serve free appetizers. 
Yes, there are other Muslim 
students on campus, but all of 
us in a college environment are 
more concerned about our aca-

demics than family bond.    

  Continued on Pg 4 
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Growing up, I remember skip-
ping two days of school, usu-
ally my first absences of each 
year, in September or Octo-
ber, so I could go to syna-
gogue with my Dad and sis-
ters. Rosh Hashanah and 
Yom Kippur services were 
typically long, boring, and 
difficult to understand with 
my limited knowledge of He-
brew. It was only as I got 
older and continued to learn 
about the meaning behind 
the holidays that I came to 
appreciate and even enjoy 
the time I spent in temple. 
So, when Rabbi Barry Cytron 
asked me if I would learn the 
liturgy for this year’s High 
Holidays, I was honored and 
more than willing to give it a 

try. 

Our two High Holy Days of 
Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur are bridged by the ten 
“days of awe,” in which the 
gates of heaven open and our 
fates for the following year 
are written. Of course, many 
Jews take this far less than 
literally, but nonetheless it 
felt strange to take those ten 
special days and, in a sense, 
stretch them into a season. I 
started working on learning 
the chants in June, and my 
many meetings with Barry 
kept the coming New Year on 
my mind constantly. Sitting in 
my room this summer, chant-
ing with the help of a CD and 
sheet music, there was a long 
period when I simply didn’t 
know what to make of the 
situation. I associated the 
High Holiday prayers with the 
crisp air and turning leaves, 
not ninety-degree weather 
and sunburns. I was also 
wrestling with chanting the 
prayers over and over again, 
months before the day itself. I 
feared that as the prayers 
became more and more fa-
miliar, and I strove to get 

every note correct, I might 

lose the spiritual meaning. 

Rather than being worried 
about my ability to learn the 
Hebrew and engage with the 
melodies, this loss of mean-
ing was my greatest concern. 
I was scared that this year’s 
High Holidays might become 
“The Emily Show,” and I 
would be too nervous and 
self-conscious to fully en-
gage in prayer and song like I 
normally do. I was worried 
that the High Holidays would 
not feel real to me because I 
would be focused on the 

notes and not the meaning. 

Sure enough, when I stood 
before the Mac congregation 
two weeks ago and chanted 
the opening blessings, I was 
scared. The first ten minutes 
of the service went off fairly 
well as I dealt with my stage 

fright. 

Then something wonderful 

happened: I messed up. 

I cringed. People laughed. As 
I looked up from my prayer 
book and out at the congre-
gation, it suddenly came 
back to me that many of the 
people grinning at me were 
my friends, and that we were 
all in the room for the same 
reasons. After that, the ser-
vice was, once again, a ser-
vice, and the chant regained 
its meaning. The prayer 
shawl draped over my shoul-
ders, a tangible symbol of 
much I hold dear in my spiri-
tual life, wrapped me into the 
Jewish community I hold 
dear both within and beyond 
Mac. The prayer felt real, and 

I felt home again. 
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Raina FoxRaina FoxRaina FoxRaina Fox    

Tue TranTue TranTue TranTue Tran    

Katie GanongKatie GanongKatie GanongKatie Ganong    

Pattie LydonPattie LydonPattie LydonPattie Lydon    

Multifaith Council Member 

Chapel Program Assistant 

Mac Catholics Org Leader 

CRSL Coordinator 

I sat next to Robin Williams at a 
school concert once; I know 
how to prepare, design, and 
create flower "paintings" in the 
streets (useful skills indeed); 
and when I was eight the Port-
land Art Museum wanted to 
keep one of my drawings for 

the museum. I refused. 

The Mall of America is one of 
my favorite places, I love snow-
boarding, I have an irrational 

dislike for jean jackets 

I won $25 at a pie eating con-
test. I hope to obtain my black 
belt in Shotokan Karate. One of 
the assignments was to read a 
book on how to write. No, 

really.  

I build a hockey rink in my 
backyard during the winter. I 
have been to every state 
except for Alaska. I am 

deathly afraid of mice. 

MATCHING GAME! 

3 

1 
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4 



Raina Fox—3 
Tue Tran-1 

Kate Ganong-4 
Pattie Lydon-2 
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The mission of the Center for Religious and Spiri-

tual Life is to recognize and affirm the diversity of 

religious and cultural experience at Macalester 

College. This includes nurturing students' explora-

tion of their religious tradition, helping express 

values by engaging in local and global issues with 

the aim of repairing the world and by participating 

in the educational life of the college by promoting 

critical study, spiritual conversation and faith ex-

ploration. 

At Macalester, the month of Ramadan 
would even cause me to isolate from 
my other friends. While I would sit 
outside on the bench, my friends and 
the rest of the campus would eat one 
plate after another inside Café  Mac. 
By all means, I was all by myself, revel-
ing in this new state of independence 
but also understanding the impor-
tance of home especially with religious 
observances and activities such as 
Ramadan fasting. As a solitary being, I 
no longer had the luxury to eat food at 
sunrise. Instead, the fast would initiate 
at midnight as I would search for food 
like a polar bear in the Arctic. I would 
walk all over Grand Avenue and resist 
the chilly winds of the Mississippi 
River, to finally receive the taste of a 
12-inch sub at Subway ‘eat fresh’ on 

Grand and Fairview.  

To fast, consequently, is much harder 
at Macalester than it is at home. My 
struggle in remaining a servant of my 
religion at Macalester frequently in-
duces flashes of home in my mind. 
Back home, religious duties are ac-
complished communally. Macalester 
mediates the religion and the individ-
ual in a pluralistic notion in which peo-
ple of all religious backgrounds can do 
their ‘religious stuff’ beneath one 
chapel. However, recreating an entire 
community within one chapel is impos-
sible. Without the community, the 
observance of religious duties can 
often become painful. My struggle with 
Ramadan at Macalester is an example 
of it. The act of fasting is certainly an 
individual activity that concerns the 
individual, but it still needs heavy co-
operation by others: family members, 
friends, and the rest of the community.  
Observance of Ramadan is not a one 
man’s adventure. It is a communal act 

in which the value of sharing allows 
the individual to prevail the month 
long journey of fasting. From sharing 
food, to sharing jokes, to sharing the 
pain of hunger, sharing is the placebo 
that relieves the pain that comes from 
lack of food and water for 12 hours 
each day, 30 days each year. With no 
one to share, the act of fasting is not 
only more difficult but also less pleas-
ing, for there is no gift in the shape of 
a delicious meal to break the fast to-
gether. Therefore, as a young teenager 
I am supposed to fast, but would God 
really be that mad if God read what I 

have just written? 

For now, I am content to think that my 
God is not angry with me for my strug-
gles with Ramadan at Macalester. 
Hopefully, God will recognize that his 
instructions are sometimes not ful-
filled because of apathy towards these 
dogmas but instead because the com-
munity in which subservience to those 
dogmas are eased is no longer pleas-
ant. My struggle with Ramadan at 
Macalester calls for an appreciation of 
the other. The other, whether that be 
family, friends, or restaurants, allows 
the self to experience a smooth jour-
ney towards accomplishing religious 
duties. No wonder I find it very silly 
when some people think of religion as 
just an encounter between the self 
and God in their remark, “I have my 
own religion.” The example of Rama-
dan, in which fasting affects the indi-
vidual but community also remains 
crucial for the individual, reflects that 
religions certainly have a private realm 
for the believer; but it is very hard to 
conceive of a religious tradition which 
ignores the importance of the ‘other’ 
to the religious experiences of the 

‘self’.  
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Upcoming EventsUpcoming EventsUpcoming EventsUpcoming Events    

November 22nd:November 22nd:November 22nd:November 22nd:    

Religious Org Jeopardy 4pm—6pm, Location TBA 

November 23rd:November 23rd:November 23rd:November 23rd:    

Advent Dinner and Discussion 6pm—8pm, Weyerhaeuser 

December 2nd:December 2nd:December 2nd:December 2nd:    

Christmas Candlelight Service, 9:30pm, Chapel 


