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As societies and lifestyles are changing, the performance of Ramadan in nowadays modern 
Muslim societies is changing as well. Muslims in the past definitely performed a different 
Ramadan as it is done today as ritual is always a reflection of the social, cultural and the 
political context. This lecture by an anthropologist will reflect positively on the challenges of 
transitional processes in Muslim societies.  

Ramadan is the ninth and the most holiest month of the Islamic Lunar Calendar. Every year the month 

begins with the first sighting of the new moon. It is a time when Muslims fulfill the important religious 

duty of fasting which is the fourth of the Five pillars of Islam. Fasting is an obligatory practice during 

this month and is observed from dawn till dusk. It is a thorough 30-day period of enlightenment and 

self-reflection for the 1.8 billion or so Muslims who inhabit the planet. Ramadan is a time for intensive 

spiritual immersion and fasting is actually only one small part of it. This is a time to practice self-

restraint. This is the month when amongst other events the most significant being, the Quran was 

revealed, numerous victorious wars (Badr and Uhud) were fought and many others. Essentially, 

Ramadan is a time for a deep reflection, spiritual rigour, and the chance to get deeper understanding 

that can only be achieved from detaching ourselves from material concerns. 

Quran states: 

“O you who believe, fasting is prescribed for you, as it was prescribed for those before you, 
that you may learn piety and righteousness” (Qur’an 2:183) 

We can derive from this that fasting is an ancient tradition and/or practice that pre-dates Islam.  

Historical Background and comparison with other religions: 

ISLAM: 

The instituion of fasting in Islam came after the institution of prayer. It was ordained in Madinah during 

the second year of Hijrah or the second year after the Prophet (PBUH) migrated from Mecca to 

Madinah. Why not earlier? In Makkah the economic conditions of the Muslims were bad. They were 

being persecuted. Often days would go by before they had anything to eat. It is easy to skip meals if 

you don’t have any. Obviously fasting would have been easier under the circumstances. So why not 

then? 
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The answer may be that Ramadan is not only about skipping meals. While fasting is an integral and 

paramount part of it, Ramadan offers a comprehensive program for our spiritual overhaul. The entire 

program required the peace and security that was offered by Madinah. Yes, Ramadan is the most 

important month of the year. It is the month that the believers await with eagerness. 

Having said that, Islam does not encourage monasticism. It does not ask us to permanently isolate 

ourselves from this world, since our test is in living here according to the Commands of our Creator. 

But it does ask us to take periodic breaks from it. The mandatory Salat (five daily prayers) is one 

example. For a few minutes every so many hours throughout the day, we leave the affairs of this 

world and appear before Allah to remind ourselves that none but He is worthy of worship and of our 

unfaltering obedience. Ramadan takes this to the next higher plane, providing intense training for a 

whole month. 

JUDAISM: 

From Biblical times to the present, fasting has held a significant role in the Jewish  

religious tradition. Fasting in Judaism is defined as total cessation from all food and  

drink. A full-day fast begins with sunset in the evening and continues through darkness of the next 

day. A minor fast day begins with the dawn and concludes at darkness. The act of fasting is believed 

to result in the spiritual transformation of the individual or the community.  

 

Most of the fasting days focus on commemorative mourning and remembrance of important historical 

events. Personal fasts are undertaken as a penance for sin. The Jewish bride and groom fast on their 

wedding day to wed in a state of purity and to atone for their prior sins. Statutory communal fasts in 

Judaism reflect the desire for divine forgiveness. The most famous fast day of Judaism is Yom Kippur 

or the Day of Atonement. On that day, God instructs the people of Israel, “You shall afflict your souls.” 

The rabbinic commentators interpreted the Biblical phrase “affliction of the soul” to embrace a generic 

understanding of denying one-self physical pleasure on Yom Kippur. It is a twenty-four-hour fast, with 

total abstinence from food and drink, the traditional worshippers spend the entire day in prayer. The 

confession of sins is chanted communally, emphasizing Judaism’s belief in the centrality of the 

spiritual community. The fast is one of spiritual cleansing, both on an individual and communal level. 

Yom Kippur, with its rituals of denial, cleanses the soul. 

In later books of the Bible, the prophetic tradition develops the idea that, in addition to propitiating 

divine wrath, fasting transforms the individual spiritually. Isaiah 58 interprets the genuine fast as the 
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denial that awakens the ethical sensitivity of the Jew. For the prophetic voice, ethical perfection is the 

ultimate demand of the religious life. Ritual behavior is meaningful only if it is marked by the inner 

transformation of the character of the penitent. The prophetic voice condemns ritual expression that is 

not marked by spiritual transformation. 

Notable point here is that Muslims also fast on “Ashura” which is on the same day as the Day of 

Atonement. After his flight to Madinah Prophet (PBUH), observed jews fasting on this day and being 

told that Moses also kept a fast on that day in commemoration of the delivery of the Israelites from the 

Pharaoh, he remarked that the Muslims were nearer to Moses than the jews and ordered that day to 

be observed as a day of fasting (Bukhari 30:69).  

 
CHRISTIANITY:  
Historically, fasting is part of a group of spiritual disciplines that, in the original Greek, all come under 

the heading of askesis (pronounced AHSS-key-cease). These spiritual disciplines also include prayer, 

mortification of the passions, practicing humility, almsgiving, controlling the tongue, and others that 

most think of as being observed in their purest form only by monastics. To give you some idea of the 

meaning of  

this word, Modern Greek commonly uses the word askesis to denote exercise of the physical type 

(the kind you do in a gym). This is why it’s not at all strange that we refer to monks and nuns as the 

spiritual “athletes” of the Church, because they are always training, engaging in this askesis on a 

“professional” level. If monastics are the spiritual athletes of Orthodoxy, then most non-monastics 

could rightly be considered as the weekend athletes of the spiritual world.  

Christian fasting practices have been changed many times over the centuries. The focus on fasting 

practices has also varied among the different Christian denominations, with some ignoring fasting 

altogether. The two most important Biblical stories concerning fasting are Jesus’ forty day fast in the 

wilderness and Moses’ forty day fast atop Mt. Sinai. Some Christians voluntary undergo some form of 

a forty day fast in order to deepen their faith and feel closer to God. Such actions are purely individual 

decisions as there is no edict or compulsory act that dictates this type of fast in any Christian tradition.  

Having said this, there is a generally accepted set of guidelines for fasting. Put simply, to fast in the 

Orthodox way during Great Lent one basically becomes a vegetarian: no meats, no animal products. 

Stricter within the weekdays of Lent additionally restrict olive oil and wine other days  of Annunciation 

or Palm Sunday allow fish. The true spirit of Great Lent transcends any set of strict prescriptions or 

prohibitions and is prescribed to be a time when the whole idea of food should be de-emphasized. 

This is because one should instead devote the time, thought, and exertion dedicated to preparing and 
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eating food to disciplines such as prayer, confession, worship, study, and almsgiving. By breaking out 

of the endless societal obsession with food, Christians help convince themselves of Christ’s 

admonition that  

“Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” 
(Matthew 4:4). 

HINDUISM: 
Fasting is a very integral part of Hinduism where different kinds of fasts are observed based on 

personal beliefs and local customs. For e.g. Fasting on specific days of the week or month (thursday 

fasting being most common), during religious festivals and women fasting Karwa Chauth which is, a 

form of fasting practiced in some parts of India where married women undertake a fast for the well-

being, prosperity, and longevity of their husbands. The fast is broken after the wife views the moon 

through a sieve. 

 
BUDDHISM: 
Buddhism came into existence in the midst of Hinduism. It regards fasting as a means to achieve and 

practice self-control. The Buddha’s spiritual awakening is closely linked to fasting. The moment he 

stopped fasting, he realized his great awakening. The story of the Buddha is in itself a lesson in 

fasting. His experiences made him realize that desire was the root of all evil and of human life. Food 

was man’s first and most basic desire. So, he decided to give up this desire and gain freedom from 

the tangles of worldly life and suffering. Some Buddhists fast to help focus on subsuming their bodily 

desires. This is done in part to work towards the ultimate goal of generally rising above all desire – 

hence ending suffering and thereby achieving Nirvana. In some cases food is only consumed in the 

morning, before noon, and fasting is practiced from noon until the following morning. In other 

communities and retreat centers fasting may be practiced for different lengths of time. Often these are 

water fasts that can last numerous days or even many weeks. This is done, along with other 

measures, to serve as an opportunity to sharply focus on align oneself with the Buddhist path in a way 

that cannon be done in normal, everyday life. 

From the above, we can see that teachings throughout the ages have developed our instinct to share, 

put others before ourselves and refrain from complete hedonism. Ramadan and disciplines of restraint 

from sister religions still continue to remind us to control our hunger for domination, greed, lust, 

deception and of harbouring a ‘survival of the fittest’ attitude. As Lent may be prescribed for Christians 
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and Yom Kippur for those of the Jewish faith, Ramadan is an eagerly awaited interval for Muslims to 

utilise the absence of food, drink and other luxuries, as an opportunity to concentrate on prayer, 

meditation and worship.  This in turn encourages greater reflection on life itself and appreciation for 

the resources we sometimes take for granted. 

GENERAL CONDITIONS: 

For a fast to be valid in the first instance, an intention or niyat must be made beforehand; this is 

considered to form an oath. If this is not performed then the fast is not valid, it is not required to be 

made verbally. This is to be made at the pre-dawn meal, otherwise known as Sahur or Sehri followed 

by performance of the Fajr  prayer. Eating and drinking ceases before the call for prayer starts until 

the fourth prayer of the day, Maghrib. Eating and drinking can continue after the sun has set until the 

next morning's prayer cal“There is no deity (no one worth being loved and worshipped) saved He, to 

him alone belong the attributes of perfection.”l. Then the process starts all over again. Throughout the 

duration of the fast itself, Muslims will abstain from certain provisions such as eating, drinking and 

sexual intercourse while observing their general behaviour in a state of purity.  

The elderly, the chronically ill, and the mentally ill are exempt from fasting, although the first two 

groups must endeavor to feed the poor in place of their missed fasting. Also exempt are pregnant 

women, women during the period of their menstruation, and women nursing their newborns. Lastly, 

those traveling are exempt, but must make up the days they miss. A person who is observing 

Ramadan might break the fast accidentally, due to having forgotten it. In such an instance, one should 

spit out the food being eaten or cease the forbidden activity, immediately upon remembering the fast. 

Quran States in Sura Baqarah 185:  

“The month of Ramadan in which was revealed the Quran, a guidance for mankind and clear 
proofs for the guidance and criterion (between right and wrong). So whoever of you sights (the 
crescent on the first night of) the month(of Ramadan i.e is present in his home), he must 
observe Saum (fasts) that month, and whoever is ill or on a journey, the same number [of days 
which one did not observe Saum (fasts) must be made up] from other days. Allah intends for 
you ease, and He does not want to make things difficult for you. (He wants that you)must 
complete the same number (of days) and that you must magnify Allah [i.r to say Takbir (Allahu-
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Akbar; Allah is the most Great) on seeing the crescent of the months of Ramadan and 
Shawwal] for having guided you so that you may be grateful to him.”   

PRACTICE: 

The act of fasting is said to redirect the heart away from worldly activities, its purpose being to cleanse 

the inner soul and free it from harm. It also allows Muslims to practice self-discipline, self-control,  

sacrifice, and empathy for those who are less fortunate; thus encouraging actions of generosity and 

charity.  

In addition to fasting, Muslims are encouraged to read the entire Qur'an. Some Muslims perform the 

recitation of the entire Qur'an by means of special prayers, called Tarawih, which are held in the 

mosques every night of the month, during which a whole section of the Qur'an (juz, which is 1/30 of 

the Qur'an) is recited. Therefore the entire Qur'an would be completed at the end of the month. 

Ramadan is also a time when Muslims are to slow down from worldly affairs and focus on self-

reformation, spiritual cleansing and enlightenment, establishing a link between themselves and God 

through prayer, supplication, charity, good deeds, kindness and helping others. Since it is a festival of 

giving and sharing, Muslims prepare special foods and buy gifts for their family and friends and for 

giving to the poor and needy who cannot afford it; this can involve buying new clothes, shoes and 

other items of need. There is also a social aspect involved the preparing of special foods and inviting 

people for the Iftar meal (the meal to open the fast). 

Unfortunately, some will be trying harder to honor the letter rather than the spirit of the “laws” of 

fasting. There are those who, in trying faithfully to follow the fasting guidelines, get trapped into an 

extreme form of legalism. One hears all sorts such as one is not allowed to brush their teeth while 

fasting or cut their hair or nails. Some fast merely to starve themselves and not follow the spirit of 

Ramadan. It is very common to see that fasting becomes all about feasting. People scurry off to stock 

up on food supplies. Iftar tables are filled enough to feed one hundred people. Eid shopping is top 

priority for most. This, therfore, defeats the entire essence of this sacred month.  

For some the very idea of  deprivation of food is so scary that they convince themselves that they 

could never keep to the disciplines of Ramadan. Consequently, they figure that if they cannot fully 

observe the fasting rules along with similar rules in Islam, that they shouldn’t do so at all. They stick to 

the old adage “If you can’t do it right, then don’t do it at all.” Yet, they are doing themselves a 
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disservice. They’re like people who decide not to exercise at all, simply because they can never hope 

to attain the standards achieved by world-class professional or Olympic athletes. Yet we all know that 

some exercise is better than none at all. There are others raised in similar food-worshipping, meat-

and-potatoes culture that sees the thirty-day fast as an inflicted period of culinary sadism, punishment 

for sins and general deprivation. Fasting has never been about punishment or deprivation.   

For Muslims, fasting means more than abstaining from food and drink between sunrise and sunset. 

Fasting is only a small part of the spirit of Ramadan.  

1. It means practising self-discipline and restraint, increasing one’s devotion to Allah and 

improving one’s character and good deeds.  

2. As well as taking care to avoid actions that would invalidate the fast, Muslims are expected to 

maintain purity of thought and deed. Muslims should especially take care to be wary of their 

words, for the Prophet (peace be upon him) said,                                                                             

‘Whoever fails to leave off ruinous speech, and acting on it [during Ramadan], Allah 
does not need him to leave off eating and drinking’ (Bukhari). 

3. Additionally, Reciting the Qur’an often for Ramadan is, amongst other things, a celebration of 

the Qur’an.  

‘The month of Ramadan in which the Qur’an was revealed, a guidance for mankind, 
[containing] clear proofs of guidance, and the criterion of distinguishing right from 
wrong’ (Qur’an 2:185).  

4. Muslims around the globe attend the tarawih prayer held each night in the mosque. The 

Prophet (peace be upon him) said,  

‘Whoever stands for prayer during the nights of Ramadan will have his prior sins 
forgiven’ (Bukhari and Muslim).  

5. It is also common practice to spend periods of spiritual retreat (i‘tikaf) in the mosque, 

especially during the last ten days of Ramadan. This is a unique act of worship associated with 

Ramadan, in which a person gives up all his normal activities and enters a mosque for a 
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specific period. There is great merit in it and every Muslim community is encouraged to 

provide at least one person who will perform I’tikaf for the last ten days of Ramadan. But even 

those who cannot spare ten days are encouraged to spend as much time in the mosque as 

possible. I’tikaf is said to be the period of worship where one is seeking Laylat al-Qadar which 

means “the Night of the Divine Decree”or the “Night of Measures”. It is the anniversary of 

two very important dates in Islam that occurred in the month of Ramadan. It is the anniversary 

of the night Muslims believe the first verses of the Quran were revealed to the Prophet 

(PBUH)and also the Quran being revealed in its entirety. Muslims believe also that this night is 

when their fate in the following year is decided and hence pray for God all night long and pray 

for mercy and salvation. This practice is called Ehyaa (basically meaning "revival").   

In Sura 97 of the Quran 5 verses have referred to this night.  

In the name of God, the Benevolent, the Merciful. 

1  Lo! We revealed it on the Night of Predestination. 

2  Ah, what will convey unto thee what the Night of Power is! 

3  The Night of Power is better than a thousand months. 

4  The angels and the Spirit descend therein, by the permission of their Lord, with all 

 decrees. 

5  (The night is) Peace until the rising of the dawn. 

The verses above regard the Night as better than one thousand months. The whole month of 

Ramadan is a period of spiritual training wherein believers devote much of their time to fasting, 

praying, reciting the Qur'an, remembering God, and giving charity. However because of the 

revealed importance of this night, Muslims strive harder in the last ten days of Ramadan since 

the Laylat al-Qadr could be one of the odd-numbered days in these last ten (the first, third, 

fifth, or seventh).  

The Prophet (peace be upon him) said,  

‘He who prays on Laylat al-Qadr in faith and expectation of its reward will be forgiven 
his previous sins’ (Bukhari and Muslim) 
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6. Muslims are also encouraged to improve relations with family, friends and neighbours, and 

break the fast of others after sunset, even if only with water. The hadith related by Tirmidhi that 

the Prophet (peace be upon him) said,  

‘He who breaks another’s fast earns the same reward as the one who fasted without 
diminishing the latter’s reward in the slightest.’ 

7. Charity is especially encouraged since it expiates sins. The Prophet (peace be upon him) was 

the most generous of people and he was even more generous in Ramadan. Many Muslims try 

their best to pay their annual zakat in Ramadan each year and in solidarity with Muslims 

around the world it is important to pay the zakat of Eid al-Fitr before the Eid prayer so that the 

less fortunate too may celebrate. 

The Prophet (peace be upon him) said: 

‘He does not truly believe who eats his fill while his neighbour remains hungry by his 
side’ (Bayhaqi).  

CLOSENESS TO ALLAH: 

THIS IS WHERE I WANT TO ADD THE SUFI QUOTES/TEACHINGS: 

Ramadan is an especially auspicious time to be close to our creator. It is a time to seek the 

forgiveness and mercy of Allah, an opportunity to reap great spiritual rewards for acts of devotion and 

a reminder to empathize with those less fortunate than ourselves. By fasting a Muslim gains taqwa, 

which can be described as the care taken by a person to do everything God has commanded and to 

keep away from everything that He has forbidden. They must acknowledge that everything belongs to 

the Maker alone. This is the beginning of the process of tawhid (i.e. unifying God). Tawhid is not only 

to believe in one god, as opposed to two or three. No. It is to realize that all lovable attributes of 

perfection belong not to things themselves, but to their Maker. The Quran [20:8] teaches tawhid in this 

way: “There is no deity (no one worth being loved and worshipped) saved He, to him alone belong the 

attributes of perfection.” One must not perceive giving and sharing as sacrifice because nothing 

ultimately belongs to us anyway. Rather it should be a source of joy and if we can fast with this 

awareness we will remember that Allah alone is the true owner of bounties.  
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In many ways, Ramadan mirrors a form of spiritual renewal – a time for new resolutions and a revival 

of inner peace. Similar to how one might attend a nature retreat once a year to escape the humdrum 

of a dog-eat-dog world, Ramadan provides an internal retreat where the mind and it’s natural ‘thirst’ 

for knowledge, awakening and reason is given greater precedence over the physical needs and 

desires of the body - needs which are regularly served but rarely satisfied. 

Human desire in its bare essence is animalistic and somewhat selfish. It has been the evolution of 

teachings of faith that has kept in check much of our primitive needs for constant self-gratification. 

This is especially poignant as we enter an age where respect for the environment, our bodies, the 

rights of others and family values continue to disintegrate. In a world of excess, Ramadan is 

welcomed with open arms by those who wish to evaluate and change their tedious and unrewarding 

habitual practices. Comprising a fast between daylight hours, special evening or tarawih prayers and 

an emphasis on universal rights of respect and responsibility Ramadan is far from a self gratifying 

experience. 

Spiritual unity 

Besides the above themes of unity, brotherhood and sisterhood feature deeply in all of the elements 

of a daily fast from the shared meals, the moral support, and the mutual prayers. Muslims observing 

the fast at are brought together on a spiritual journey to cleanse their souls. 

This should be a change that should in essence aim to become a permanent and positive contribution 

to the personality of the one participating in the fast. It should never just be a one-month deal but a 

personal ‘revelation’ which lasts a lifetime. 

CONCLUSION: 

Ramadan is a a quest of nearly two billion people to find inner peace. This will simultaneously be 

echoed around the globe and across nations by people of all colours and social and cultural 

backgrounds. 

In our current international political climate, it’s extremely important to use our similarities as a force 

for good and in Ramadan are themes consistent with many world faith and belief systems. 
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So Ramadan is a time in the year when people of all faiths can reflect and share values which are 

evident in their own beliefs and implement ideals that are universally accepted as progressive, 

positive and peaceful.  

Conclude with quotes from those around the world who are less fortunate than us: 

Ramadan in Iraq 

Hadeel Al-Tak is the head of Islamic Relief’s Gender and Family department in Iraq. She 
explains what the holy month is like in one of the world’s most dangerous cities. 

“With the dawn of the first day of Ramadan, you feel that something has changed inside you. 

Something has captured your heart and filled it with complete serenity. You collect your soul and 

prepare to fast during the days and pray during the nights, in the hope of atoning for your sins. 

“Before Ramadan comes people spend so much time getting ready; markets are busy and the cost of 

food increases as everyone wants to indulge their family during this noble month. 

“Baghdad, where I live, is trying to recover from a tragedy and mend its wounds. The people who live 

here hope that they will wake each morning during Ramadan to the sound of birds and the smell of 

flowers and not to the explosions that have racked this city for so many years. 

“Baghdad’s mosques wait in anticipation of the faithful and their prayers, and the breakfast tables are 

spread full of food for the poor and hungry. It is common for people to knock on our door in the 

morning to ask for food or drink, and we give whatever we can. 

“When I break my fast in the evening and put the first morsel of food in my mouth, I always remember 

those who have been hungry for so many days and nights, those who have no water to quench their 

thirst, while I am safe and well. 

Ramadan in Gaza 

Hatem Shurrab is an aid worker with Islamic Relief in Gaza. He reflects on the mixed emotions 
felt by the population of Gaza during the holy month of Ramadan, just eight months after the 
last conflict. 
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“Ramadan in Gaza is different this year. Every year the poverty gets worse but this Ramadan many 

hundreds of families are also trying to cope with the agony of having lost so many loved ones in the 

last conflict. As they sit at the table to break their fasts their thoughts are with those who are not 

joining them this year. Mothers who have lost their sons and daughters, children who have lost their 

fathers. 

“Each day after work I come home and help my family prepare the food for our evening meal. For me 

Ramadan is the only time when I am able to have meals with my family. At night we spend time 

visiting and greeting our relatives and friends. My neighbours are Christians and they often come over 

to break the fast with us. Ramadan unites us all. 

But pain, as well as joy, is heightened during this month. Asma is a 14-year-old girl I met a couple of 

months after the war. She lost her father in the conflict and her feelings this Ramadan are a mixture of 

longing and pain as he is not alive to share the month with her. When I spoke to her two days ago she 

told me that she still cries whenever she thinks of him and when she remembers how they would all 

sit down together to share the iftar meal last Ramadan. 

“The start of Ramadan also coincides with the start of the new school year but thousands of students 

in Gaza are unable to get access to quality education. The conflict damaged and destroyed many 

schools so the number of students in each classroom has more than doubled, despite being already 

overcrowded. 

“Months after the last Gaza conflict there are still many thousands of people who are suffering as a 

result – people who were injured, paralysed and who lost their limbs. The hospitals I visit are 

struggling to cope without enough medicine and equipment, and their wards are in urgent need of 

repair if they are to adequately treat their patients. 

So let us remember the less fortunate and recognize that fasting is not just starvation but a deep 

spiritual journey. I want to conclude by a poem of Rumi: 

Rumi Sayings on Ramadan: 

“ There is an unseen sweetness in the stomach’s emptiness 

We are lutes, when the soundbox is filled, no music can come forth.  
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When the brain and the belly burn from fasting, every moment a new song rises out of the fire. 

The mists clear, and a new vitality makes you spring up the steps before you. 

Be empty and cry as a reed instrument 

Be empty and write secrets with a reed pen. 

When satiated by food and drink, an unsightly metal statue is seated where your spirit should 

be. 

When fasting, good habits gather like helpful friends. Fasting is Solomon’s ring. 

Don’t give into illusion and lose your power. But even when will and control have been lost, 

they will return when you fast, like soldiers appearing out of the ground, or pennants flying in 

the breeze.” 

 

 

 

 


