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Azra Syed PennLive.com

Ramadan, theMuslimholymonth of fast-
ing, began May 26 and ends June 24. More
than 1.6 billion Muslims around the world
observe the annual fast and abstain from
food and drink from sunrise to sunset, a
daunting task, especially in the long sum-
mer days.
It is believed that in America, Ramadan

was first observed by African slaves, 10 to 15
percent of whomwere said to beMuslims.
To help non-Muslims understand what

Ramadan is all about, here is a glimpse into
the daily lives of typical Muslim families in
this holymonth.
Ramadan is the ninth month of the

Islamic lunar calendar. Muslims believe it
was during thismonth thatGod revealed the
first verses of the Quran, Islam’s sacred text,
to ProphetMohammed, on a night known as
“TheNight of Power.”
Fasting during Ramadan is one of the five

pillars—or duties—of Islam, alongwith the
testimony of faith, prayer, charitable giving
andmaking pilgrimage toMecca.
Muslimswho fastwake up early to eat and

pray before sunrise, and break the fast after
sunset usuallywith a communalmeal called
Iftar. They abstain from food, drink, smok-
ing and sex from dawn until dusk. All adult
Muslims are required to fast, with exemp-
tions for pregnant women, nursingmothers,
and the sick and elderly.

Ramadan is also a time of intensive wor-
ship, reading and understanding of the
Quran, giving charity, holding communal
and family gatherings and being thankful
for the blessings in our lives. It is an opportu-
nity to re-charge our spiritual energy.
As a secondary goal, fasting is a way of

learning self-control. For 30 days, Muslims
learnwhat intensehunger feels like. It allows
us to strengthen our will power, which in
turn helps in dealing with uncontrolled
temptations. The hard realities of life can
be very overwhelming. A break in the cycle
of rigid habits and overindulgences frees
up time for contemplation and self-reflec-
tion that can have many health benefits; it
is a sort of purification of body and soul. The
absence of foodworks backwards: the lesswe
eat, themorewe’re capable of doing.

AN ENRICHING TIME
If all this intensified praying and abstain-

ing from the basic pleasures of life seems
drab and dull, the truth is that most Mus-
lims actually look forward to Ramadan. In
today’s fast-moving world, Ramadan is the
time when family and friends make a spe-
cial effort to take time off to meet, greet and
pray together.
Traditionally, it is common to share Iftar,

the evening meal served to break the fast,
with family and friends.
These evening meals at the end of a long,

hard day of experiencing hunger pangs and
thirst have a special significance for all those
participating. It’s a wonderful experience
and great delight when friends, family and
strangers come together to share food and
nurture understanding and fellowship.

COMMUNITY AND FAMILY
Evenings at our local area mosques are

abuzz with excitement, creating a sort of
ethereal atmosphere. Nightly Iftar meals
sponsored by community volunteers are a
regular feature in the mosques, and visitors
are alwayswelcome to join in. Food served at
Iftar meals reflects the diversity of the com-
munity.
A traditional Iftarmenu consists of fruits,

juices, milk, dates and water. It is believed
that Prophet Mohammad opened his fast
with a date and water. Nutrient rich dates
give the instant energy needed after a long
day without food or water. Iftar is a social
event asmuch as it is a gastronomical adven-
ture.
Personally for me growing up in Kenya,

Ramadanmeant spending quality timewith
my family. The awesome culinary delights

coming out of my mother’s kitchen were
something to die for.
My mom, who was a great cook, would

spend hours planning menus and cooking
for our family of five. The nearest mosque
was a good 15-20 miles away, so going to the
mosque for Iftar was not very convenient.
Daily Iftar meals were prepared bymymom
and eaten at home.
To this day, the heavenly aroma of dahi

vada (lentil fritters soaked in a cool sauce
of yogurt), pakoras, samosas and chaats
(Indian style fruit salad) takes me back to
memories of Ramadan with my family as
a child. After a long day without food and
drink, it was understandable for tempers
to flare at the slightest instigation nearer to
Iftar times, but the colorful, aroma-laden
gastronomical delights at the dinner table
made the last fewhours of fasting a little eas-
ier to bear. Praying, eating, and simply bond-
ingwith siblings was somuch fun.
The end of Ramadan is marked by a joy-

ous three-day celebration of Eid-ul-Fitr. Eid
celebrations begin with a special prayer in
mosques and open-air areas. Food, a well-
earned treat at the end of a month long
period of fasting, is usually themain focus at
Eid gatherings, besides exchanging gifts and
visiting friends and relatives.

Tuve Floden TheWashington Post

As a specialist in Middle Eastern Stud-
ies and a father of two young children, I like
to mix books about different religions into
our story time. Ramadan is a month of fast-
ing and faith for Muslims, and a wonderful
opportunity to explore religious diversity
with young children. Whatever your beliefs,
these are great books to read aloud. Their
focus on family, food, charity and faith are
universal qualities for all to explore.

“It’sRamadan,CuriousGeorge”
By Hena Khan, illustrated by Mary

O’KeefeYoung
Who can pass up a colorful board book

about this famous little monkey? In a work
filled with playful rhymes, the iconic char-
acters Curious George and theman with the
yellow hat join their friend Kareem in a cele-
bration of Ramadan.

Together they bake sweets, prepare gifts
and scan the sky for the crescent moon.
George breaks fast after sundown and
joins in the Eid festivities at the end of the
month: “Happy Eid! The holiday is here. /
The mosque is busy and loud. / Everyone is
dressed in their finest. / What a good-look-
ing crowd!”

“Lailah’s Lunchbox: A Ramadan
Story”
By Reem Faruqi, illustrated by Lea

Lyon
Selected for specialmention by the Amer-

ican Library Association and the Anti-Defa-
mation League, this work relates the story of
youngLailah,who recentlymoved fromAbu
Dhabi to Peachtree City, Georgia.
First-time author Reem Faruqi skillfully

blends a story about fasting during Rama-
dan with the challenges of moving to a new
school. Lailah misses her old friends and

fears that her new teacher and classmates
won’t understand why she is fasting: “What
if Mrs. Penworth didn’t know about Rama-
dan?No one else would be fastingwith her.”
At lunchtime, Lailah flees the cafeteria to

seek refuge in the library. There, the librar-
ian offers a creative solution, encouraging
Lailah towrite about her feelings.

“Nightof theMoon:AMuslimHoliday
Story”
By Hena Khan, illustrated by Julie

Paschkis
Watch thephases of themoonwith 7-year-

old Yasmeen. Her family breaks their fast
with fresh dates, attends and hosts Rama-
dan parties, and finally prepares for Eid
al-Fitr, the festive holiday marking the end
of Ramadan. Yasmeen’s parents remind her
to share with others, be grateful for what she
has and enjoy the beauty of theworld.
As Eid ends, Yasmeen receives a spe-

cial gift, something “to help [her] watch for
Ramadan to come again next year.” The
book’s colorful illustrations evoke tradi-
tional Islamic art and architecture.

“Under theRamadanMoon”
BySylviaWhitman, illustratedbySue

Williams
The title of this short book is also the

work’s reoccurring rhyme: “We fast by day
/ under themoon, / under themoon, / under
the Ramadanmoon.”
WhitmanandWilliamspair this rhythmic

prose with vibrant illustrations.We see fam-
ily and friends chatting and laughing, peo-
ple baking sweets and hanging traditional
lanterns, and images of charity and prayer.
The book sparkles with an air of celebration.

Floden is a freelance writer and scholar
specializing in Islam, the Middle East and
expatriate life abroad.

Teach your kids about Ramadanwith these books

Holy
month
Ramadan is more than
just fasting. Faith, prayer,
charity and pilgrimage to
Mecca are also among the
five pillars of Islam.
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KatieGordon Programmanager,
Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Workingwith religious diversity has
never been particularly easy, but in the past
year it has becomemore politicized and
polarized than seemingly ever before. How-
ever, because of this, thework has not only
becomemore urgent, but it has also at times
becomemore life threatening.
We have seen thismost recently in

Portland, Oregon, when threemenwere
stabbed, two fatally, after intervening to
protect two young girls of color whowere
being harassedwith Islamophobic slurs.
Religiousminorities in America are living
today in a state of anxiety, with their lives
on the line, and it seems being an ally to
themmightmean the same aswell.
This has causedme to reflect on how

interfaith engagement of today is different
than interfaith engagement of yesterday. In
previous years, interfaith dialogue felt like
a nice, feel-good exercise of unity, but now
it feelsmore like an urgent response to divi-
sive and violent forces actively pulling us
apart across religious divides.
The past year in particular has exposed

the biases and hatred brewing beneath the

surface as theUnited States has become one
of themost religiously diverse countries.
Diana Eck, scholar at HarvardUniversity,

has noted the difference between diversity
and pluralism: diversity—or the presence
of diverse identities— is a fact of existence,
but pluralism is the energetic engagement
with that diversity. Pluralism is not toler-
ance alone, but the active seeking of under-
standing across lines of difference. Finally,
pluralism is not a given but is achieved,
through intentional engagement and dia-
logue.
We now see that as Americawas becom-

ingmore diverse, wewere not necessarily
becomingmore pluralistic.
In this changing climate, I have been

working closely with students from colleges
and universities acrossWestMichigan.
We have come to see, together, how inter-
faith engagement has shifted to become a
response to the political timeswe live in.
Houses of worship and sacred sites are

vandalizedwith slurs and insults. People
are yelled at and even sometimesmurdered
for looking, speaking or acting different.
Policies are being signed that discriminate
based on religious identity.
Sowhat does itmean to be an interfaith

leader amidst overt conflict and tension
around religious identity and diversity?
Over this past year,myweekly dosage of

hope and inspiration came frommy time
spentwith four Interfaith Interns—one
each at Aquinas College, Calvin College,
GrandValley State University andHope Col-
lege. Despite— and perhaps emboldened by
— the national climate, they each returned
everyweekwith new ideas to engage and
positively affect the climate on their cam-
puses and in our communities.
In the next four Interfaith Insights, we

will feature stories from these students.
In them, they call on our communities to
embrace relationships and solidarity as
foundational to the timeswe are living in.
They remind us to recognize our own priv-
ileges to be better allies to religiousminori-
ties on our campuses and in theworld. They
suggest humility and love as values to guide
our conversations and actions as wemove
forward in our collective path.
Of the lessons I have learned from the

students, themost important has been that
interfaith leadership cannot and should not
be a solitary journey. It is amutual commit-
ment to our collective fates and futures.
As engagingwith religious difference and

confronting religious bigotry has become
bothmore urgent and uncertain, the inter-
faithmovement is in amomentwhere lead-
ershipmust be embraced as a collective
“we” rather than individual “I.”We should
not askwhat I can do alone, but instead ask
what is possible whenwework together.
Whether our relationships provide us

spiritual renewal and sustenance, allies on
the front lines ormotivation to speak pub-
licly against discrimination, we can no lon-
ger use a leadership paradigmwherewe
focus on the individual’s role.We need a
framework that centers on our collective
responsibility. Effective interfaith leader-
ship is inherently relational and communal.
In these uncertain and unstable times,

relationships and community provide an
essential foundation and inspiration to do
this work. Over the next four weeks as we
share the Interfaith Interns’ reflections
from their experiences in interfaith lead-
ership, we hope you find hope glimmering
below the surface of our current public life.
After all, we are all needed in the com-

mitment to amore diverse and pluralistic
future for all.

interfaith@gvsu.edu
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The collective ‘we’ of interfaith leadership


