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Can fasting for 12 hours a day really be enjoyable?


Non-Muslims only associate the holy month of Ramadan to fasting.  But to the Muslim faithful, Ramadan, which starts today (upon sighting of the moon), is cause for thanksgiving.


The first day of Ramadan (pugang) is actually declared by religious leaders based on visual sighting of the moon. Thus its start is not fixed in advance and can vary from country to country.


In the Philippines, religious leaders announce the start of Ramadan based on the declaration of either Saudi Arabia or Malaysia. This is why some will start the fast today, others tomorrow. 


Ramadan marks God’s revelation of the Quran, Islam’s holy book, to the prophet Mohammed nearly 1,400 years ago.


For 30 days, Muslims abstain from food, drink, smoking and sex during daylight hours in an act of sacrifice and purification. It is a period for reflection, self-restraint, prayer, reading the Quran, repenting for one’s sins and remembering the poor and hungry.


It is also a much-awaited religious event. 

Since last week, young Filipino Muslims have been sending text messages, “Happy Ramadan” or “Eidl Mubarak”.

12-hour fast

  
During Ramadan, while other homes are still fast asleep, Muslim homes are already up by 2 a.m., preparing for breakfast, which ends just before the Subuh (5 a.m) prayer.


Muslims in the Philippines observe about 12 hours of fast every day, starting from 4 a.m. until 6 p.m. Only travelers, the sick, women who are pregnant, nursing or menstruating, young children and the mentally incapacitated are exempt from the fast.


Visiting each other’s homes and sharing gifts and giving charity to the poor are encouraged.


After the mandatory night prayer, Aisha, Muslims stay longer in mosque (or at home) for 40 minutes of Taraweeh prayer led by an imaam, or “learned” man among the congregation.


Filipino Muslims continue their usual day-to-day activities during Ramadan, but in countries where temperatures are high or days are very long, normal workday life often slows down.

The ‘iftar’

Ramadan also has its festive side.

After the call of prayer from the mosques, or adhan, at 6 p.m., families gather to eat and pray to break the fast with special dishes at the post-sunset meal (iftar).

The embassy of Saudi Arabia traditionally distributes kurma (dates) to Moro communities in the South for the iftar.

Mosques also usually have iftar for those praying and breaking their fast 

Ramadan elsewhere

          
In other parts of the Muslim world, it appears that the nightly Ramadan feast will be as sumptuous as ever, TV dramas as lively and shopping as busy.


In the United Arabs Emirates, American-based fast-food chains are introducing dates and special soups as part of an “all you can eat” Ramadan menu. 


In Kuwait, shoppers culled through Ramadan specialties such as California prunes, Turkish apricots and Iranian figs. In the last 10 days of Ramadan, children dressed in traditional robes go “trick or treating” Kuwaiti style, getting rewards of nuts and candy for singing a special Ramadan song.


In Lebanon, Ramadan tents are being set up, although the all-night dancing and singing that once accompanied Ramadan meals have been toned down after complaints that the revels were un-Islamic.


In Malaysia, hotels and country clubs have Ramadan buffets, where Muslims line up with their plates as dusk nears, awaiting the signal to break their fast. 


In Egypt, restaurants along the Nile River are advertising special Ramadan menus and vendors are peddling traditional Ramadan lanterns. The elaborate, six-sided lanterns are traced back to the lights carried by peasants a thousand years ago to guide the caliph as he went outside to look for the crescent moon signaling the start of the holy month.


Egypt’s state-run television has prepared a smorgasbord of Ramadan offerings, including about 10 dramas with the usual scenarios: love triumphs, the corrupt fall and traitors are caught.


Jordan appears to be the only Arab country likely to have a low-key Ramadan to express solidarity with Afghans, as Jordanians did last year to show sympathy for the Palestinian uprising.

Eid’l Fitr, a holiday


Muslims regards the last 10 days of Ramadan as especially holy. The Lailatul Qadr, or Night of Power, marks the point when the Quran was given and some Muslim pray all night.


One of the grandest Muslim celebrations is the end of Ramadan, Eid’l Fitr.


And this year, President Macapagal Arroyo declared it a national holiday. This declaration was the result of lobbying by Muslim advocacy groups.


“This is the first time that a (Philippine) President recognized the Muslim holiday of Eid’l Fitr,” said Saada  Mindalano of the General Santos City based Muslim Business Forum (MBF).


The MBF is also facilitating the expansion of the distribution of halal (allowable Muslim food including beef slaughtered with Islamic prayers) products in the Philippines.


During Philippine celebrations of Eid’l Fitr, Muslim dressed in their native or grand Islamic attire converges for the 6-7 a.m. prayers in mosques. Charity, amounting to 2.5 percent of one’s annual salary, is offered to the poor. 


After this they share “feast” with family or friends. Ramadan is one of Islam’s “five pillars” or obligatory observances.


The others are: profession of faith in the one God and Mohammed as his messenger (in Arabic, the shahada); five daily prayers recited in Arabic while facing Mecca (salat); a charitable payment, usually annual (zakat); and at least one pilgrimage to Mecca (hajj) if possible.
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