by Mary Ann McGann

YOU MAY HAVE HEARD THE OLD
SAYING, “YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT,"
WHICH BASICALLY MEANS THAT

TO BE MENTALLY AND PHYSICALLY
HEALTHY, YOU NEED TO EAT FOOD
THAT IS NUTRITIONALLY GOOD FOR
YOU. AMONG MANY OF THE WORLD’S
RELIGIONS, THE KIND OF FOOD YOU
EAT AND HOW YOU PREPARE AND ‘-\
COOK IT IS IMPORTANT TO YOUR '
SPIRITUAL HEALTH AS WELL.
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“Food and faith we clusely intertwined.” says
Angel F. Mendez Montoya, professor of theology
at the Universidad Iberoamericana in Mexico
City, Mexico, and author of The Theology of
Food: Eating and the Eucharist. “Since food is an
essential means of survival, it is understandable
and interesting to observe that most ancient
religions developed faith practices on the basis of
tood, farming, harvesting, and so forth.”

Every faith has its own rituals and rules
governing when, whalt, and how its members eat,
Certain religlions share similar food customs. too.

Some people of the Jewish faith, for example,
do not eat meat and dairy products as part
of the same meal for religious reasons, Many
Jewish funilies have two sets of pans, plates, ancd
silverware — one for dairy, the other for meat. Jews
observing such kosher dietary laws are also not
allowed to eat certain kinds of seatood or any meat
that comes from a pig {such as bacon or ham)

Muslims also do not eat meat from a pig
hecause pigs are considered (o b unclean. In
Islam. the permissable food Is called hala/ and.
just as Jewish people might buy their meat from
a kosher butcher, Muslims trust a hala/ butcher
Lo carctully prepare thetr meat according to their
religious requirements, During the holy month
of Ramadan, adults do not eal or drink (called
[asting) from belore dawn until sunset cach day

Many Christians fast. (oo, on certain days
during Lent (the 40 days leading up w Easter] and
eul fish instead of meat on Lenten Fridayvs. Eggs,
a symbol of new life, are a part of every Easter
celebration: some may be real eggs that have been
hard-boiled and decorated: others are made of
chocolate. Yum!

“All religions concern themselves with food in

a number of ways — in customs, rituals, laws and
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.
celehrations,” says Susan Reuben, a writer who lives in London
England, with her hushand and three children

Reuben, who 1= Jewish, 1s the author of Food and Faith, in
which six children of different religions and cultural backgrounds
explain how food s central (o their religious praclices,

In the book. 11-year-old Akhil tells us that many Hindus are
vegetarian and that they do not eat beef hecause the cow is sacred
in the Hindu fatth. He talks of Diwall, the “Festival of Lights,” and of
a special Diwall meal mude up of sev (a saity fried snack), aamras
{mango pulp), Sddoe (sweets), and other treals.

Francis. an 1 1-yvear-old Buddhist, helps cook the conununal
meals at a monastery for the monks and nuns, who rely on the lay
community (non-monks/nuns) (o provide food for them. “IL isn't so
important what kind of food we prepare,” he 1S quoted as saving.
“Whiat counts is that we are cooking together with a giving heart.”

Ten-year-old Tavieen. a Sikh, explains that, at the end of each
religious ceremony, evervbody shires a meal [Bngar) in the temple
([gurawaral, to which anyone is invited. “The food in the gurdwara

is always vegetarian so that anyone can eat it, whatever thetr faith,
It's important to us that everyone feels welcome,” she savs,

“It's tmportant in our day and age that children grow up
understanding and respecting all of the different faiths, not
necessarily just the one that they know at home.” says Sophie
Pelham, a mother of two frem Londoen, who designed Food and
Faith and who professes no particular faith hersell. “I want my girls
Lo understand that just because we live one way doesn't mean It's
the right way. It's the right way for us, but it's not the right way for
everyone.”

“Youngsters should humbly ask curious open-minded, open-
hearted questions of each other,” adds Michae! Pardee, executive
director of the Boniuk Center tor Religious Tolerance al Rice

Untversity in Houston, Texas, “There are lots of ways that eating
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AUTHOR SUSAN REUBEN
AND ILLUSTRATOR
SOPHIE PELHAM SHARED
A BEHIND THE SCENES
LOOK AT THEIR NEW

K, FOOD AND FAITH.
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Why did you choose food and faith as
the topic of your book?

Susan: Food is an Interesting and sccessible topic
for children And it seemed to be a good entry into
understanding something of the major religions of the
world,

What struck you most as you spent
time with each of the children and their
families?

Sophle: | was touched by how well a group of
children (at the Buddhist monastary) worked as a team
to make & salad together. They didn't seem to take
much, if any, direction from any adults. They knew what
was expectad of them and they got on and did it. They
made huga amounts of salad, chopping various sorts of
veaetables with great ease and with such good will and
lovely chatter, | was also impressed thot they all seemed
grateful for the food — no picky eaters, na fussing!

Susan: | was struck by how impartant cooking was
in the Jewish family. The mom made everything from
scratch, She made her own challah (bread) every
Friday, even though practically everyone around

here buys it She told me of how, at the end of one
particular week, they'd gotten back lata from holiday
on a Fricday, leaving very little time for the Sabbath. She
has four childran and she must have bean completaly
exhausted, but she still made her own challah. Not

because it was a rule, but because it was culturally very
imgortant to her and to her faith,

What did you learn about any of the
religions that you didn’t know before?

Susan: The Buddhist monks we visited not only

are not allowed to buy or cook their own feod, they
may not grow it either or serve It to themselves. | also
learned that Sikhism is a religion where everyone is
consderad to be equal. For example, men and women
cook and wash up In the gurdwara and everyone sits to
eat in rows with no one at the head of the tabie,

Sophie: Um.. Christinglel Note: The Christingle is a
symbolic object made just before Christmas in certain
Christian derominations, using an orange (the world),
a red nibbon (the blocd of Christ), a mixture of dred
fruits and sweets skewered on cocklail sticks (the
four seasons and the fruits of the earth). and a lighted
candle {Jesus, the Light of the World), *




