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Muslim method of performing prayer is one of the more demanding forms of wor-
ship but also one of the most rewarding.

Why Do We Pray?

The benefits of daily prayers are twofold. The first benefit that daily prayer provides is
a constant reminder throughout the day that we are God’s servants. The second bene-
fit is that God forgives some of our sins each time we perform salat. If we are negli-
gent in our duty and pray only irregularly, then we run a very great risk on Judgment
Day. When our good and our bad deeds are weighed, Muhammad said that our
prayers will be looked at first. If they are found to be full of deficiencies, then God
won't even look at the rest of our good deeds. Imagine going to court and having all
the evidence that exonerates you declared as inadmissible because of mistakes on
your part!

Each of the five daily prayers is said at a different fixed point during the day. There
are no exemptions to the religious requirement to perform prayers except for children
under puberty, women in their menses, the unconscious, and the mentally chal-
lenged. The official prayer times and their names are as follows:

» Fajr: Before sunrise
Zuhr: Just after noontime
'Asr: Late afternoon
Maghrib: Just after sunset
'Isha: At night
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Because the seasons change and the days get longer or shorter throughout the year,
the times we pray will move a bit each month. In the summer, our first prayer may
start at 4:00 A.M. and our last prayer may be at nearly 10:00 at night! In the winter,
our range of prayer may be from 7:30 A.M. to 6:30 p.M. The time for each prayer be-
gins according to the position of the sun and is valid until the next prayer time be-
gins, so there is a lot of leeway and flexibility on the exact moment to make the salat.
These fixed times have been laid out in the Qur’an, and no prayer may be said before
the official time begins. Any prayer said when the prayer time is over is considered a
late prayer and is marked as such by the angels who record our deeds.

The Benefits of Prayer

How does praying at five predetermined points throughout the day help us to be bet-
ter people? Think about it: Each of the prayers is said at a different strategic time so
that no matter what we are doing or how busy we get, we are always aware that we
either prayed a few hours ago or will pray again soon. This keeps the mind fresh and
aware of our duty to God, and we become much less likely to want to break one of
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His laws. Who wants to cheat on a business contract when an hour later you are
going to stand before God and ask for His favor and guidance? Only a hypocrite
would be so brash.

The Islamic prayer is
becoming a much more
familiar sight in North
America.

I'm often questioned by people about the difficulty in praying so many times each
day—“How can you remember when to do it?” “Isn’t it hard to pray so much?” These
are valid questions because many concerned people get the impression that Islam is
hard to follow. It’s not as onerous as it sounds. A Muslim becomes used to the rou-
tine, and once you're used to something it doesn’t become difficult any longer.
Observant Jews also pray several times each day, as do Hindus, Buddhists, and others.
The idea is that if you truly understand that God is real, you won't hesitate to take
every opportunity to pray to Him. The actual prayer ritual takes only 5 to 10 minutes
to complete, so in a 24-hour day all God asks is that we remember Him for less than
30 minutes of that time.

The Seven Preconditions

There are seven requirements that must be fulfilled before we begin to pray:

>
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It must be prayer time.
‘We must wash our hands, face, and feet with water to be ritually pure.
‘We must wear clean clothes.

A clean place to pray must be available. Prayers can be done in a mosque or
anyplace else.

We must be wearing pants, a shirt, and/or a robe to cover our body. Women add
a scarf or veil over their hair to remind them that God does not judge us by our
looks or beauty, but by our sincerity.
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» We must face in the direction of Mecca to signify the unity of all Muslims.

» We must have the proper intention in our mind about what we’re doing.

If these seven conditions are met, then the prayer can proceed.

Just the Facts

The time for one of the daily
prayers falls just after noon.
Muslim students as well as those
who have jobs must ask their
school or employer for time to
complete this religious duty.
Some principals and supervisors
are more understanding than
others.

Just the Facts

The concept of washing before
prayer is not a new one. The
Bible provides numerous exam-
ples of its prophets, priests, and
even Jesus washing before pray-
ing. Even though this practice
has fallen into disuse in modern-
day Judaism and Christianity, it is
nevertheless an integral part of
their ancient religious roots. (See
Exodus 30:17-21, for example‘)
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Cleanliness Is Next To ...

Before Muslims may pray, we must be in a ritually
pure condition. This means that we must wash our
hands, faces, and feet before we are allowed to make
salat. The procedure for attaining this cleanliness is
called wudu, or ablution. Islam teaches that before we
present ourselves before God, we must make every ef-
fort to look presentable. Would you meet the presi-
dent with dirt on your face? Would you cook dinner
without first washing your hands? So, too, does God
give us a way to make ourselves fitting for His review.

One of the main features of a mosque is the fountain
or wudu area where Muslims go to make their wudu.
Wudu can even be made in a sink; all that’s needed is
clean water. The entire procedure takes about a
minute, and Muslims are encouraged by the Prophet
not to waste water while doing so. The state of ritual
purity is valid for as long as a person has no bodily
waste functions, so a person could make several
prayers throughout the day on just one wudu. There is
a requirement for taking a shower, as well, for those
who had intimate relations, or finished their menses.
The Prophet Muhammad once said, “The key to
heaven is prayer and the key to prayer is being ritually
pure.”

The Muslim Call to Prayer

When the Muslim community was in its infancy,
prayer was a precarious practice. Muhammad lived in
Mecca, a city devoted to the business of idol-worship.
At the age of 40, when God chose him to be a
prophet, Muhammad began preaching that there
was only one God and that idols were man-made
pieces of wood and stone. Understandably, the
Meccans, who made their living by catering to the
pilgrims who traveled from far and wide to venerate
their idols, were furious. They attacked Muhammad



Chapter 11 > Understanding Muslim Prayers

through a virulent smear campaign and a bitter propaganda war. When this didn’t
work, and they saw many people still accepting Islam, the city authorities resorted to

violence and even murder.

Muhammad wasn’t directly attacked at first, because of his family connections, but
other Muslims weren'’t so lucky. They often had to lie low. When the time for prayers
came, there was no public call for people to congregate. Anyone found praying could
be attacked or ridiculed. No mosques were built in the city, nor would the Meccans
have entertained such an enterprise. Islam was under siege. Many Muslims had to
hide their identity for fear of persecution, torture, or worse. For 13 long years
Muhammad’s ever-growing following had to endure immense physical and mental
pressure. Most of the converts to Islam in this period, which is called the Meccan
period, were poor, young, or slaves; thus these early followers had little protection
from vengeful families or enraged public officials and their mobs.

Prayer under such circumstances was difficult

and unnerving. Muslims could meet only in small,
secret rooms, and any Muslim who dared to pray
near the Ka’bah was immediately set upon and
beaten. The followers of Muhammad, who are
known as his sahaba, or companions, enjoyed no
religious freedom of worship in the land of their
birth. This situation is akin to the period of Christ-
ian persecution by the Romans in the first two cen-
turies of Christianity. There were no church bells in
Rome during Nero’s time, nor were there any simi-
lar devices in Mecca to call Muslims to prayer.

Later on, after Muhammad was invited to migrate
with his followers to Medina, some 200 miles to the
north, the Muslim community was given permis-
sion to construct a house of prayer. The first
mosque was built in a small town outside of
Medina called Quba, and the great Mosque of the
Prophet was soon constructed in the center of the
city. The mosque was a simple structure made of
mud bricks with a roof of palm leaves, balanced on
wooden poles. It was illuminated with torches at
night. The appearance of the building wasn’t what
was important, however; it was the strength of
character of those who entered it.

Islam requires prayer to be performed at five fixed
times, and in those days clocks were not invented.
People told time by the position of the sun. Some
way had to be found to let people know that the
prayer time had come. Moreover, since Islam taught

Translate This

Masjid an Nabawi is the name
for the Mosque of the Prophet
in Medina, Saudi Arabia.

Ask the Imam

Muslims gather for congrega-
tional worship service on Friday
afternoons. Muhammad ex-
plained that God ordained
Friday to be the day of gathering
to show the precedence of Islam
over Judaism and Christianity,
whose followers meet on Satur-
day and Sunday.
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that prayer in congregation was better in the sight of God than prayer alone, people
needed to be informed when the congregation was forming in the mosque. Yet an-
other reason for notifying people is that Muslim men over the age of puberty are re-
quired to attend a special service on Friday afternoon in which they hear a sermon.
This is called salat ul-Jumu’ah (the Gathering Prayer). Given all of these needs, the
Muslim community had to come up with a way to alert people five times each day.

Several ideas were bandied about: bells like those used in churches, horns like those
in synagogues, drums, and so on. But Muhammad did not approve of any of them.
He prayed for guidance from God on this issue, and the answer came in a unique
way. A companion came to the Prophet a few days later and said that in his dreams
he saw a man calling out phrases in a loud voice. He was asking people to come to
prayer. Muhammad listened to the man’s words and declared that this dream came
from God. He ordered the man to teach the words to a Muslim convert named Bilal,
who had a beautiful voice. (Bilal was an African slave who was freed from his idola-
trous master by the Muslims.) Bilal then stood atop a wall of the mosque in Medina
and called out loudly the following words:

Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar.

Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar.

Ashahadu an la ilaha ill Allah.

Ashahadu an la ilaha ill Allah.

Ashahadu anna Muhammadar Rasulullah.
Ashahadu anna Muhammadar Rasulullah.
Haya alas Salah. Haya alas Salah.

Haya alal Falah. Haya alal Falah.

Allahu Akbar, Allahu Akbar.

La ilaha ill Allah.

The meaning is as follows:
God is greater, God is greater.
God is greater, God is greater.
I declare there is no god but God.
I declare there is no god but God.
I declare Muhammad is the Messenger of God.
I declare Muhammad is the Messenger of God.

Rush to prayer. Rush to prayer.
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advice of the prophets, then we can fall prey to any self-destructive impulse. The so-
lution, then, must begin with strengthening the soul and then bringing the body
along in step.

Islam carries with it a fasting component for this reason. We can become better en-
lightened only when we rise above the flesh and recognize the force of our spirit, our
very human will. The Qur’an explains the purpose of fasting in this way: “You who
believe! Fasting is prescribed for you, as it was prescribed for those before you, so you
can gain more spiritual awareness.” (Qur’an 2:183) Because the Qur’an has given fast-
ing in Ramadan the status of a religious duty, whose neglect is sinful, the conscien-
tious person resolves to complete the fasting period and this is where the real
transformation takes place.

Welcoming Ramadan

When the new moon is sighted, signaling the beginning of the month of Ramadan,
Muslims gather and say this prayer: “God is Greater, God is Greater, God is Greater.
Praise be to God Who created me and you and Who decreed for you the phases [of
the moon] and made you a sign for the universe.” Then a short supplication is qui-

etly said in which we dedicate ourselves to fasting in this month.

Just the Facts

There are no special preparations
to begin the month of Ramadan.
Muslims understand that it is
going to be a month of intense
religious devotion and a time of
self-denial: no food, drink, sex,
profanity, fighting, or lying al-
lowed from first light to sun-
down. The main components of
the month will consist of two
meals: one before the sun begins
to cast its first light and one after
sunset. There is also a special
prayer service every night in the
mosque.
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Wake Up! It's Time for Sahoor

Now imagine waking up, long before the first light of
the sun has risen over the darkened sky, and taking a
small meal, called a sahoor, in silence. When the hint
of light approaches, the meal has to end and then you
pray the morning prayer and read a chapter or two of
the Qur’an. During the daylight hours, you must ab-
stain from all food, liquids, inhaled substances, sexual
activity, and nutritionally related medicine or any
nonessential oral medicine.

In addition, all normally undesirable behaviors are
forbidden, with the threat that God won't accept your
fasting if you engage in them. No fighting, cursing, ar-
guing, lying, gossiping, or other sins are to be in-
dulged in. Of course a Muslim must naturally avoid
such sins anyway, but sometimes people fall into error
if they haven’t been reminded of the importance of
their actions for a while. Fasting for a month from
these vices is the best corrective. If God doesn’t accept
your fasting, you may not go to heaven no matter
what other good deeds you did. There’s an incentive
for you!
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Now you are expected to carry on with your normal day. You have to go to work, take
care of the kids, do the lawn work, and anything else that comes up. The difference is
that by about 2:00 r.M. time seems to move painfully slow for you. You fight the urge
to get that cola, and snacking is out of the question. You also become hyperaware of
your behavior and want to avoid committing any sin as much as humanly possible.
Doing good deeds is also occupying a prime place in your thinking because in this
month your angels record each good deed as doubled or trebled or more.

When the sun finally declines completely past the
horizon, the period of fasting is over. You waited

N
the last couple of hours in your home reading the A
Qur’an alone or with your family and making sup- @
plications and dhikr. When the last sliver of the
sun has fallen past the horizon, the Muazzin’s call :|§ f/ h
brings a rush of joy to the house. You thank God
for His mercy in allowing you to complete the Translate This
day’s fast, and now you're allowed to take a small
snack, called an iftar, before going to pray the sun- Iftar means to break your fast
set prayer. Families usually join together for iftar. with a small meal. The usual iftar
When the prayer is finished, you celebrate the end fa‘:e consists of dates, water, or
of the day with a joyous dinner at home or in the milk.

mosque, where you gratefully partake of food and
gain a new appreciation for the value of eating and
drinking.

Muslims gather in the
mosque for the special
late-night prayers held
during Ramadan.

After the last regularly scheduled prayer of the day, you might go to the mosque and
join in as the congregation prays the special Ramadan prayer known as Salah al-
Tarawih. Each night the Imam will stand with the other worshippers in prayer and
read one thirtieth of the Qur’an aloud until the end of the month when the reading
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Just the Facts

One particular night of Ramadan
has extra special significance.

It is the exact night when the
Qur’anic revelation was first re-
vealed to Muhammad in the
year 610 C.E. It is known as Laylat
ul Qadr, or the Night of Power.
According to the Prophet
Muhammad, it falls on one of
the odd-numbered nights in the
last 10 days of Ramadan. Many
Muslims stay up all night seeking
the Lord’s forgiveness and
guidance.

Translate This

During the last 10 days of
Ramadan, some Muslims perform
what is known as I'tikaf, or
Retreat. This consists of living in
the prayer area of the mosque
for up to 10 days, venturing out
only for showers and similar le-
gitimate needs. Prayer, study, and
supplication are the attendant
activities.
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is complete. Then the celebration of the Festival of
Fast Breaking, or Eid ul Fitr, will engulf the hearts and
minds of the community with laughter, joy, and a
sense of accomplishment. The holiday begins with
the 'Eid Prayer and sermon on the morning after
Ramadan ends and lasts two days afterward with din-
ner parties, family outings, fairs, carnivals, and great
celebrations.

Muslims are expected to give their Islamic center a
small donation called Sadaqat ul Fitr, or Charity of the
Fast Breaking, before the last day of Ramadan. The do-
nations allow the mosque to arrange meals for the
poor, allowing everyone to partake in the joys of 'Eid.
It is an obligation upon every household, and parents
must count their children when figuring out the total
to give. It is the equivalent of the cost of one meal per
person times the number of people in the house.

The Month of Training

What are some of the lessons learned by participating
in the Ramadan fast? You would be surprised at the
variety. The month of Ramadan provides a sort of spir-
itual and moral “boot camp.” We know that fasting in
Ramadan is a duty from God and that any sins may
spoil our record of fasting, so we take great pains to be
on our best behavior. This intense modification of our
habits is designed to help us avoid such sins through-
out the rest of the year.

The Blessed Prophet once remarked, “Whoever doesn’t
give up lying and acting on lies during fasting, then
God has no need of him giving up food and drink.”
On another occasion he warned, “There are many peo-
ple who get nothing from fasting except hunger and
thirst.” Clearly, the moral dimension is as important
as the physical aspects of fasting.

The lessons learned during Ramadan are many. We
learn what it means to be hungry, so we feel more
compassion for the poor. We understand how close we
are to leaving this world at any moment and how
much we depend on food and liquids. We learn to
control our animal urges and passions, and we clear
our minds and thoughts for serious remembrance of
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God. We restrain our anger, and we train our habits toward prayer, forgiveness, self-
sacrifice, and good behavior. By curtailing sex for the whole day, we force ourselves to
train our bodies to obey our will and not to be licentious. There is nothing like the
Muslim fast of Ramadan in any other religion for realizing personal reform and self-

mastery.

The reward for a successful Ramadan is no less
than the forgiveness of all our sins. Imagine wip-
ing the slate clean with God! So, in addition to all
the improvements Ramadan can make in our char-
acter and health, we get the slate erased and can
start over. (All our good deeds remain; it’s only the
bad deeds that disappear!) With all these benefits
derived from the observance of this blessed
month, is it any wonder that Ramadan is the best
time of the year for every Muslim?

A surprising number of Christians also observe the
Ramadan fast here in North America. They recog-
nize the disciplining effects of the fast and use
their time to come closer to God. Every year
Islamic centers receive calls from non-Muslims ask-
ing how the fast is performed and where they can
get a month-long chart showing the start and end
times of each day’s fast. Employers and schools are
also beginning to make accommodations for the
needs of their Muslim workers and students.

Because the month of Ramadan falls about a week
earlier every year, as the lunar calendar rotates
backwards through the solar, Muslims experience
differing conditions in their fast. The period of
fasting is longer in the summers and shorter in the
winters.

As the population of Muslims continues to grow,
the awareness of Ramadan will undoubtedly have
a positive influence on people of all faiths in the
West. Renewing our commitment to God and un-
dergoing a physical and spiritual training program
to increase our intimacy with our faith is what
Ramadan is all about.

Just the Facts

Muslims greet each other on
their ‘Eid festival with the words,
‘Eid Mubarak! which means, "A
Blessed ‘Eid to you!” Gift giving
is common, especially for chil-
dren, and cards are exchanged.

Ask the Imam

There are also occasions to fast
throughout the rest of the year.
The Prophet Muhammad’s per-
sonal habit was to fast two days
a week (on Mondays and
Thursdays).
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The Least You Need to Know

Greed and gluttony are considered conditions of the soul and can be cured
only with a combination of spiritual advice and a program of action.

Zakat, the third pillar of Islam, is a yearly charity tax on every Muslim that
amounts to 2.5 percent of all the person’s annually valued assets.

Ramadan is the name of the month in which Muslims fast from food and drink
from first light until sunset.

Fasting, the fourth pillar of Islam, teaches Muslims to control their desires and
urges for worldly satisfaction and to feel empathy for the poor. The reward for
successful completion is forgiveness of the individual’s sins.
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