TRADITIONS

Muslims attend breakfast together in celebration of Ramadan in Indonesia.

P.K. Abdul Ghafour
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The month-long exercise spiritually energizes the
two-billion-people Islamic nation and fosters a
sense of unity and brotherhood among them.

Muslims from America to Indonesia, Russia to
Australia, India to South Africa and China to Ni-
geria observe fasting in the same month to thank
God for His innumerable blessings and establish
a closer relationship with Him.

Modern medical science has highlighted the
health benefits of fasting as it helps cleanse a
person’s body of toxins, prevent chronic diseases
and improve the overall fitness of an individual.

The mandatory abstention of food and drink
throughout the day for 12 to 18 hours reminds
Muslim believers of the suffering of the less fortu-
nate and encourages them to engage in various
philanthropic activities to provide the needy with
relief aid including food and financial assistance.

Allah says in the Qur'an:

"0 you who have believed, decreed upon you is
fasting as it was decreed upon those before you
that you may become righteous.” (Al-Bagarah,
Verse:183)

This Qur'anic verse indicates that fasting was
made compulsory not only for the followers of
Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) but
also for those of previous Prophets.

In the same chapter the Qur'an explains:

“The month of Ramadhan [is that] in which was
revealed the Qur'an, a guidance for the people
and clear proofs of guidance and criterion. So
whoever sights [the new moon of] the month, let
him fast it;” (Al-Bagarah, Verse: 185)

Muslims celebrate the advent of Ramadan by
observing fast from dawn to dusk, reading and
learning the Qur’an, performing special night
prayers such as Taraweeh and Qiyamullail and
engaging in meditation and repentance. They

also hold iftars inviting non-Muslim guests to
boost communal amity.

Dr. Khaled Almaeena, former editor-in-chief of
Arab News English daily, spoke highly about
Ramadan traditions in Saudi Arabia. People
find time to visit their families and relatives to
strengthen their bonds, help the needy and the
underprivileged and extent the much-needed
financial assistance to the poor.

He ruled out the notion that fasting makes
Muslims lazy. “Prophet Muhammad was very
generous and active in Ramadan, helping people
and engaging in righteous deeds. Muslims work
day and night during the holy month. Thousands
of young men and women flock to mosques for
Taraweeh and Tahajjud,” he added.

Saudi Arabia funds charitable organizations
around the globe to support the poor and needy

and distribute iftar meals through mosques.
“This Ramadan will be the happiest compared
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Muslims celebrate the advent of Ramadan by observing fast from dawn to dusk.

to the last two years as we are allowed to visit
mosques and meet people in the neighbor-
hood after Covid cases have dropped consider-
ably,” said Almaeena, a prominent journalist in
the Middle East.

Saudi Arabia takes the center stage during the
holy month as Muslim pilgrims from all over the
world visit the holy places in Makkah and Madi-

nah to perform Umrah and offer special prayers.

The Saudi government has made all-out prepa-
rations to receive millions of worshippers who
throng the two holy mosques, meeting their
various requirements and ensuring their safety
and security.

In the United States, about 1500 American
Muslims gathered in New York’s Time Square

for the first time to mark the beginning of
Ramadan and performed Taraweeh prayers to
draw public attention and speak about Islam
as a religion that stands for peace and justice.
Event organizers denounced all discourses that
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Lakemba town in Sydney hosts a vibrant food bazaar for all Ramadan nights, which attracts more than 250,000 people from all over
Australia.

aim to create division among the followers of - .
different faiths including Christianity, Judaism
and Islam.

More than 600,000 Muslims in Australia also
had made preparations to mark the blessed
month with various programs including con-
gregational prayers. “Community iftars with a
variety of delicious cuisines are conducted by
non-Muslim organizations at the State Parlia-
ment House, universities and town halls across
Sydney, inviting interfaith leaders and young
activists to promote peace and understanding,”

said Fousiya Bismi, a Sydney-based family law events attracting more than 250,000 people
adviser. from all over Australia,” she explains. There

are about 60 mosques and Islamic centers in
Lakemba town in Sydney hosts a vibrant food Sydney that hosts more than 250,000 Muslims
bazaar for all Ramadan nights. “This is one of who come from 150 countries including Tur-
Sydney’s most popular and culturally-diverse key, India, Lebanon and Malaysia.
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LOCAL CULTURE

Saudis have come to see Gargee’an as a celebration of Ramadan and a teaching moment for their children.

Gargee’an

Rob Wagner
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Saudis, in particular, have come to see Gargee'an
as a celebration of Ramadan and a teaching mo-
ment for their children. Gargee'an takes place on
the 15th night of Sha'ban and the 15th night of
Ramadan. It's a time when children dress in tra-
ditional clothing and seek treats from neighbors
by going door-to-door. Children sing traditional
songs while walking through their neighbor-
hood. It's a tradition that has been practiced for
centuries and is deeply rooted in Gulf culture.

“| see Gargee'an as an opportunity to teach my
children about Ramadan and what it means to
be a Muslim,” said one parent on the evening

of the celebration. Some parents complain that
there is too much competition for children’s
attention in the world today. Social media, tele-
vision and other distractions conspire to reduce a
child’s appreciation for their religion and tradi-
tions. By instilling the tradition of Gargee'an, it
allows parents to teach their children the impor-
tance of Saudi customs and traditions. Dressing
in traditional clothing brings young people closer
to their culture as well.

Gargee’an is more or less a regional celebration
centered in the northern region of Saudi Arabia
and the Eastern Province. It is a lesser known cel-
ebration in the western region. But it's attraction
to Saudis is growing. In addition to allowing Sau-
dis to teach their children about Ramadan and
traditions, it also serves as an avenue to create
income opportunities for families. During Rama-
dan, traditional sougs pop up all over Riyadh and
nearby communities. Tables line outdoor malls
and are staffed mostly by women. These tempo-
rary souqs offer home-sewn traditional garments
elaborately embroidered with Arab designs for
both boys and girls. Baskets to hold candy and
nuts are woven by hand. Traditional Saudi dolls
are handmade, and Ramadan lamps are sold.
Traditional Saudi clothing are often sold for as
little as SAR 10.

Bags to carry candy and other treats are designed
to showcase Saudi art. The celebrations allow
Saudi mothers to demonstrate their artistic talent

and creativity by decorating the house and mak-
ing gifts unique to their own sense of style. And
that goes for their skills in cooking traditional
meals to share with family, friends and neighbors.

Equally important is that the sougs provide much
needed income for low- and middle-income fam-
ilies. Yet it's a double-edged sword for families
who seek to instill the importance of Ramadan to
their children. Like many holidays, both in Arab
culture and in the West, commercialism has crept
in, putting pressure on families to spend money.
Banners, lights, tables and a wide array of candy
can make an expensive night for many families.

But the juggernaut of commerce makes it almost
impossible to ignore the pressing economic as-
pects of the holiday. Businesses thrive on holiday
spending and often order their inventory based
on a single month of the year. Many business
owners say their expenditures on inventory focus
on Ramadan. But now a subset of spending has
emerged for Gargee'an.

Business owners have taken note of the impor-
tance of Gargee'an to families who publicize
their participation on Facebook, Instagram and
Twitter. The celebration has become heavily
publicized by businesses and the media, which
encourages Saudi women to market their hand-
made goods and homemade treats online. West-
ern candy and snack exporters have boosted
delivery of their goods not only to accommodate
Ramadan shoppers, but specifically Gargee'an.
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Gargee’an is a tradition that has been practiced for centuries and is deeply rooted in Gulf culture.

Last year, for example, the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s Foreign Agriculture Services held a
virtual trade event in the Gulf to encourage busi-
ness-to-business meetings between American
exporters and regional buyers to focus on region-
al holidays and traditional celebrations. And the
commercial aspects are huge. Kuwait imported
$174 million worth of U.S. products. Saudi Arabia
imported more than $1.3 billion in food products
each year. Snacks accounted for $50 million in
annual spending and $130 million in nuts. In the
United Arab Emirates food buyers invested $1
billion in food and agriculture products from the
United States.

One business owner said that he places most of
his attention on building inventory for Ramadan
and Eid, but has in the past few years placed an

The celebrations allow Saudi

mothers to demonstrate their artistic
talent and creativity by decorating
the house and making gifts unique
to their own sense of style

additional emphasis on Gargee’an by increasing
his inventory of candy and baked sweet goods.
“It makes sense to add Gargee'an to my spend-
ing,” he said. “Families have always shopped for
Ramadan and Eid, but now have added Garg-
ee’an to the list of items they must purchase. I'm
just following the trend.”



RAMADAN RITUALS

The last third of the night is the best time for Tahajjud according to the Sunnah of the Prophet peace be upon him.

BY Fatima Taneem Rukuddeen
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For millions of Muslims across the globe, the
month of Ramadan ushers in a lot more than
the obligatory month-long fasting from dawn
to dusk and thereafter feasting. It is a month of
Almighty Allah’s mercy, forgiveness, blessings,
and rewards; a month of salvation from hellfire,
and a month of giving, caring and sharing.

During this blessed and beautiful month, the
Almighty Allah provides ample opportunities
to the Muslims to strengthen their faith and
come closer to Him. He bestows upon them
the gift of Obedience to enable them to exert
themselves and perform more and more
righteous deeds with zeal and ease during this
month.

Therefore, the month of Ramadan is a month
of spiritual growth wherein every Muslim tries
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The regular practice of performing Tahajjud transforms people’s lives and aids them in their spiritual, physical, emotional and mental
well-being.

to nurture oneself upon the Obedience of
Allah, upon His Worship and upon the per-
formance of righteous deeds. Thus, in Rama-
dan, Muslims are extra-motivated to perform
righteous deeds and gain Almighty Allah'’s
Blessings.

Amongst the many righteous deeds done
during this month, the ‘Tahajjud’ or 'Qiyam al-



Layl’ prayers hold a special significance. Though
these prayers are also performed in the remain-
ing months of the year, Muslims are urged and
encouraged to perform them more in Ramadan
to reap its special blessings.

Prayers are a means of remembrance of God
and getting His Mercy and Blessings and a way
of establishing and enhancing the connec-

tion with Him. To pray at night while others
sleep; choosing worship over rest voluntarily, is
mentioned in the Noble Qur'an as a trait of the
distinguished servants of God who are loved by
Him and are guaranteed Paradise.

History

The 'Tahajjud’ prayers are a part of the Sunnah
of the Prophet Muhammed who performed it
regularly and encouraged his companions to do
the same. And thereafter throughout the differ-
ent ages, Muslim scholars and pious men have

incorporated the habit of ‘Tahajjud’ prayers into
their daily routine.

Even though the ‘Tahajjud’ prayers are not
obligatory, they are of special importance and
contain immense benefits. In fact, they were
the first prayers required from the Prophet
(peace be upon him) and the early believers
in Makkah, prior to the legislation of the five
obligatory prayers.

One of the earliest revelations were the first
few verses of Surat Al-Muzzammil of the Noble
Qur’an, which made it mandatory for the
Prophet (peace be upon him) and the believers
to wake up and pray a major part of the night.
Although later these prayers were made op-
tional, the Prophet (peace be upon him) never
missed the ‘Tahajjud’ prayers and continued to
perform them regularly.

Meaning
‘Tahajjud”and ‘Qiyam al- Layl" are Quranic

terms for the ‘Nafl’ (additional) night prayers
performed after the obligatory night prayer of

Isha and before the obligatory morning prayer
of Fajr. The term ‘Nafl’ means 'to get something
extra.

The term ‘Tahajjud’ is derived from the Arabic
word 'hujood’ which linguistically means 'keep-
ing vigil," and the root word 'hajada’ means 'to
stay awake at night’.

The term ‘Qiyam al-Lay!’ linguistically means
'standing in the night, and scholars extend it to
all forms of worship throughout the night with
the term "Salat ul-Layl’ being the additional
night prayers.

Although both the terms ‘Tahajjud” and 'Qiyam
ul-Layl" are often used interchangeably, many
scholars believe there is a technical difference
between them, which is that the former is the
‘optional night prayers that are performed after
arising from sleep’ and the latter is ‘the worship
at night regardless of whether one has slept or
not.

Significance

Both ‘Tahajjud’ and ‘Qiyam ul-Layl" are empha-
sized in the Noble Qur'an and the Sunnah of
the Prophet (peace be upon him). Allah says in
Surat Adh-Dhariyat, “Indeed, the righteous will
be among gardens and springs, (16) Accepting
what their Lord has given them. Indeed, they
were before that doers of good. (17) They used
to sleep but little of the night, (18) And in the
hours before dawn they would ask forgiveness.”
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He also says in Surat Az-Zumar, ‘ls one who is
devoutly obedient during periods of the night,
prostrating and standing [in prayer], fearing
the Hereafter and hoping for the mercy of his
Lord, [like one who does not]? Say, “Are those
who know equal to those who do not know?”
Only they will remember [who are] people of
understanding.’ (Verse 9)

Other places of the Quran where night prayers
are mentioned include:

The Prophet stressed the significance of night
prayers many times. He said, “Be vigilant in
standing up (in prayer) at night, for it was the
practice of the pious before you. It is a means
of gaining proximity to Allah, expiation for
transgressions and a barrier from sins.” (Tir-
midhi) He also said, “’Every night, when the
last third of it remains, Allah, Our Sustainer, the
Blessed, the Superior, descends to the lowest
Heaven saying, ‘Is there anyone to ask Me,

so that | may grant him his request? Is there
anyone to invoke Me, so that | may respond
to his invocation? Is there anyone seeking My
Forgiveness, so that | may forgive him? (Al-
Bukhari and Muslim)

Performance

The number of prayers of Tahajjud are not
specified and one can pray as many or as few
sets of two units (rakaats).The Prophet said,
“Two rakaats followed by two rakaats and so
on, and when you apprehend the approaching
dawn, offer one rakaat as witr." (Al-Bukhari)
The Tahajjud prayers can be performed at any
time in the entire night between Isha and Fajr
prayers. However, the last third of the night,
before the Fajr prayer commences is strongly
recommended for Tahajjud as the Almighty Al-
lah descends to the lowest heavens during this
time. It is also advised to performitin a calm
manner focusing solely on the worship and
praise of Allah and pleading to Him sincerely
for all our needs and wishes. Imam Shafi said,
‘The supplication (dua) made at the time of

Tahajjud is like an arrow which does not miss
its target.’

The Prophet held on to the ‘Tahajjud’ prayers
consistently; showing his gratitude to the
Almighty Allah. It is reported that he would
sometimes stand in prayer for so long that
both his feet or legs swelled, and would com-
plete the first 4 to 5 long chapters of the Noble
Qur'an. At other times, he would just repeat

a single Quranic verse throughout the night

in prayer; contemplating, pleading and crying
over it. The Prophet would never miss this

blessed optional prayer of Tahajjud.

Benefits

The regular practice of performing Tahajjud

is considered a keystone habit that has a
positive ripple effect; transforming peo-

ple’s lives and aiding them in their spiritual,
physical, emotional and mental well-being.
There are innumerable benefits of perform-
ing ‘Tahajjud’ or ‘Qiyam al-Laly’ prayers reg-
ularly. It establishes and enhances the con-
nection and closeness to Almighty Allah and
helps to improve the quality of the obligatory
prayers. The regular worship of Tahajjud,
performed in a calm and reflective manner, en-
hances the functions of the brain and improves
the ability to focus and reduces stress and anxi-
ety. The timing of Tahajjud offers an exception-
ally spiritual atmosphere and purity of thought
and helps a person to be more optimistic and
empathetic.
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Wastage of food and use of disposable plates at communal iftars are some of the common issues that we need to look into.

AFTAB HUSAIN KOLA

27



28

The Noble Quran states that man was created as
“the vicegerent on earth”. Muslims believe that
humans are called on to protect, cherish, care for
and respect the earth and all of God's creation
within it.

While fasting is the key element of the holy
month, there is a need to be more aware of the
universal principles of mercy, compassion and
respect for the earth that our faith advocates and
asks us to implement.

The month of Ramadan is a time of fasting and
prayer and showing empathy for others, but
more and more Muslims need to reflect on their
relationship with the environment.

Before we get into discussing Ramadan from the
environmental perspective, let us first get en-
lightened about what Islam says about environ-
mental protection.

The exploitation of natural resources is posing

a grave threat to the environment. Islam, which
offers solutions to all the ills facing humans, lays
great emphasis on protecting the environment.
The Noble Qu'ran shows the inherent value of
creatures and of life, and how each creature

in nature must be respected and cherished by
human beings as their fellow beings. This nat-
ural world was created by Him, for His purpose
and that in itself confers upon the natural envi-
ronment a sanctity that must be recognized by
all Believers. This, then, means that all Believers
must have the utmost care and respect towards
nature.

God has created everything in this universe in
due proportion and measured both quantita-
tively and qualitatively. God has declared in the
Noble Qur'an:

“Indeed, all things We created with predestina-
tion.” (Al-Qamar, verse 49).

“... And everything with Him is by due measure.”
(Alra’ad, verse 8)

“And the heaven He raised and imposed the
balance.” (Alrahman, verse 7).

Islam has attached much importance to the
protection of the environment asking its follow-
ers not to cut trees, pollute rivers or contaminate
the atmosphere. Prophet Muhammad (peace
be upon him) taught people to live on less, to
protect animal and plant life, and to worship the
Creator by being merciful to the creation. “If a
Muslim plants a tree or sows seeds, and then a
bird, or a person or an animal eats from it, it is
regarded as a charitable gift (Sadagah) for him.”

In Islam, man’s relation to the earth is seen as
that of a custodian mainly responsible for im-
proving the quality of life and guaranteeing a
healthy environment. ‘And [mention, O Mu-
hammad], when your Lord said to the angels,
“Indeed, | will make upon the earth a successive
authority.”” (Al-Bagarah, verse 30).

It is required that man should work towards the
conservation of the earth, ensuring the sustain-
ability of natural resources for future generations.
In short, to be a Muslim is to worship God and to
be a custodian of the earth. Prophet Muhammad
declared: “The world is beautiful and verdant,
and verily God, be He exalted, has made you

His stewards in it, and He sees how you acquit
yourselves.” All of the resources upon which life
depends have been created by God as a trust in
our care.

He has ordained sustenance for all people and
for all living beings. “And He placed on the earth
firmly set mountains over its surface, and He
blessed it and determined therein its [creatures’]
sustenance in four days without distinction - for
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These days many countries are building or converting existing mosques into green mosques and Hamdan Al Qara in Jordan is a fine

example.

[the information] of those who ask.” (Fussilat,
verse 10).

The Noble Qur'an includes more than 6,000
verses, of which more than 500 are on natural
phenomena. Allah repeatedly calls on us to
reflect on His signs, which encompass all aspects
of nature such as trees, mountains, deserts, seas,
animals, birds, stars, the sun and the moon —and
our own hearts.

The Prophet had declared a 30-km area around
his city of Madinah a protected grove, prohibiting

Our scholars should educate
their congregations on the
importance of environmental

sustainability

the cutting down of trees within its borders. He
prescribed picking up litter from the streets as an
act of faith. He forbade the cutting of cedar trees
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in the desert that provided shade and shelter to
animals. He calls upon us to be what God intend-
ed us to be, which is in harmony with nature. We
can sum up the importance of the environment
by quoting what the Prophet famously said:
“Even if the Day of Judgment should arrive and
you are holding a sapling in your hand, plant it.”

Now let us come to green Ramadan. Ramadan
offers us a great opportunity to practice what
the Qur'an and ahadith tell us. It is time for our
scholars and environment experts to educate
their congregations on the importance of envi-
ronmental sustainability. Some awareness cam-
paigns can be undertaken in this regard and this
would ensure rewards from Allah.

Water and electricity consumption is high in
mosques because worshippers spend more time
there during Ramadan. It is always rewarding

to spend more time in mosques, especially in
Ramadan, but mosques should think of using
LED lights and solar panels for electricity. These
days many countries are building or converting
existing mosques into green mosques.

Masjid Abu Ghuweileh and the Hamdan Al Qara
mosque in Jordan are fine examples intended to
address conservation and climate challenges at

a grassroots level. Many a time, | have witnessed
fans and lights being left on when no worshipper
sits at that particular place. Replacing incandes-
cent lights with LED bulbs, which use much less
energy and last much longer, has to be adopted.
The mosque is the most appropriate place to en-
courage people to change their behavior and in-
troduce them to renewable energy. Islam exhorts
not to overspend or exceed our consumption, as
the Noble Qur'an says: “But waste not by excess,
for God loveth not the wasters.” Water-saving
techniques have to be incorporated at wudu
points and Muslims should be made aware to
use less water while making wudu. Ramadan is
the best time to focus on these aspects.

Besides water and electricity, food is another
aspect that can make Ramadan truly green.
Though suhur is always light, it is the iftar and

dinner that people focus more on. Wastage of
food, over-eating and use of disposable plates
at communal iftars are some of the common
issues that we need to look into. Though efforts
are made to make Ramadan environmentally
sustainable in some places of the world, they are
too few. The community iftars need to be orga-
nized in a way that reduces wastage and makes
an alternative to disposable plates.

In a few places in the US, Muslims practice what is
known as 'Green Iftars’, which makes use of reus-
able or recyclable materials and aims to avoid any
food waste. Arranging too much food at iftars
should be avoided. The Prophet’s advice that
Muslims should only fill one-third of their stom-
achs with food, with one-third reserved for liquid
and the final one-third for air, will minimize the
amount we consume. Even while breaking fast at
a personal level, there is a need not to over-eat.

Another aspect we have witnessed in Ramadan
is extravagant shopping towards the end of the
month. Though it is the Prophet’s advice to wear
new clothes if one can afford them, people tend
to shop more than what is required. We need to
know that our consumption patterns affect the
world around us.

So let us resolve from this Ramadan onwards to
be the best possible stewards of the earth and
be compassionate and respectful toward the
diverse and beautiful elements of God's amazing
creation. Only then would we be able to make
changes so that life on earth is lived with mini-
mal disruption to nature. In a nutshell, the values
and moralities of Islam play a key role in guiding
the behavior of a Muslim, which is beneficial to
the environment and society. An eco-friendly
Ramadan is what we look forward to.
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