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Zahabia Ahmed-Usmani   Program Coordinator, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

Note: We continue introducing you to some of the Kaufman 
Interfaith Institute staff  who are working to expand our pro-
gramming. Zahabia Ahmed-Usmani has been working at the 
institute a few years now was a featured speaker for the Abra-
hamic Dinner in 2018. She has been coordinating our Lake-
shore eff orts, particularly in Holland. Thanks to a grant from 
the Wege Foundation, she now is working with our Kaufman 
Scholars program for middle and high school students. She 
helped lead the summer day camp for these students, which 
this year needed to be postponed because of the coronavirus 
issue. 

This year, Ramadan, a month of fasting from sunrise to 
sunset, will be unlike any before for Muslims around the 
world. Just as our Jewish, Christian, Baha’i, Hindu and 
Sikh neighbors have had to adjust their recent holiday 
observances and celebrations, the Muslim community will 
do the same this week with the fi rst fast day starting  Sat-
urday. 

The Baha’i community completed their new year days 
of fasting culminating in Naw Ruz on March 19, typically 
celebrated with music, dancing and gathering for prayers. 
But this year in West Michigan it was celebrated while peo-
ple sheltered in their homes, gathered virtually on a Zoom 
call. The same goes for our Jewish and Christian commu-
nities, who celebrated Passover, Lent and Easter away from 
the customary communal experiences for which we cher-
ish our holidays. 

In fact, one of the things people look forward to most is 
the opportunity to pause and be present with those we hold 
dear — the expectation that even if life gets crazy, we are 
scheduled to make time for those we love most during the 
holidays. For some, this was the crux of their celebration, 
and without it, nothing felt the same. 

For others, this season of physical distancing has 
allowed us to broaden our celebrations, bringing more 
loved ones to our virtual table. As Muslims in West Mich-
igan, my family and circle of friends find ourselves ask-
ing: How do we adapt Ramadan in this season of COVID-19,
glean the blessings of this time, renew our practice and, 
most of all, share those gifts with our community?

When I talk about Ramadan to my non-Muslim friends, 
they hear “no eating or drinking from sunrise to sunset” 
and think of a month of deprivation. However, for most, 
abstaining from eating and drinking has a much greater 
purpose; it serves as a reminder of our intentions for the 
day. These intentions are common among most faiths: wor-
shiping to get closer to God; practicing with more purity 
of mind and spirit; and undoing bad habits that may have 
formed with or without realization, such as back-biting, 
cheating or worshiping something other than God. 

Fasting also serves as a practice of empathy, placing us in 
the shoes of those who have less — those who do feel hun-
ger pains or thirst on a regular basis — a fact we often forget 
while living privileged lives in the West. 

This opportunity for spiritual renewal, with more pray-
ing, practicing good deeds, pausing to reflect, changing 
bad habits, working in service to our community, reading 
the Quran (our holy text) and, most importantly, using this 
time for personal growth, are some of the bounty of Rama-
dan. 

Despite the importance of turning inward during Rama-
dan, the communal aspects are among the most cherished 
during this time. While gatherings with friends and fam-
ily are valuable, reconnecting with the masjid (mosque) 
is vital. Mosques are the nucleus for Friday focus prayers, 
iftars, tarawih (ritual nightly prayer) and for some, a home 
to spend the last 10 days of Ramadan sequestered in prayer 

and contemplation. Just as other communities and indi-
viduals have adjusted their holy seasons and celebrations, 
the Muslims in West Michigan will need to fi nd their own 
Ramadan groove apart from the masjid. 

In previous years, our daily work schedules were com-
pounded by the fast. Waking up in time to eat sahoor (the 
pre-dawn meal) or being available at sunset for iftar (the 
break-fast meal) was challenging with the hustle and bustle 
of life. Ramadan served as a balancing act between school, 
work or service projects, and our duties during this month 
of little sleep and fasting for 15-plus hours. 

This year will be challenging in diff erent ways. For some, 
being home all day might make the physical experiences 
of fasting more salient; they will need to turn spiritually 
inward to fi ll that gap. For others, who will be juggling chil-
dren and working from home, patience may be the most 
diffi  cult virtue.

Day-by-day, the rippling eff ects of the COVID-19 crisis
are being felt far and wide. Our neighbors, families or 
friends who once had stable or lucrative careers are strug-
gling with layoff s, furloughs or temporary elimination of 
their industry. Those who weren’t hit the fi rst time around, 
await the aftershocks of this crisis as it spreads further and 
deeper. 

As many struggle fi nancially, there may not be suffi  cient 
food security or abundance at iftar that many are accus-
tomed to; some may need more help paying their bills or be 
unable to give their annual zakat (2.5% of their wealth des-
ignated for charity, which is typically given during Rama-
dan). They might fi nd the anxiety and stress of these times 
too overwhelming to feel present in their fast. 

Furthermore, while Muslims make up less than 3% of 
Michigan’s population, they make up 15% of the physicians. 
Many more are in other essential fi elds right now or fi nd 
themselves working on the front lines of this pandemic. 
There are refugee communities, and others who are in 
unsafe home environments or still trying to get their foot-
ing. We must contemplate how we can create sustainable 
supports for all of these communities during Ramadan and 
beyond.

We will mourn the fun annual traditions, like Krispy 
Kreme trips after iftar, but these are not the most import-
ant parts of the month. Fortunately, this time gives us the 
opportunity to focus on the spiritual gifts of Ramadan. 
Re-centering our schedules, mindset and practices will 
guide us through this crisis. 

Virtual Friday prayer off ers the opportunity for those liv-
ing far from a mosque to participate regularly, when pre-
viously they may have had diffi  culty doing so. Eliminat-
ing commute time will allow for more minutes of sleep, a 
common defi cit during Ramadan. Time spent at home will 
allow for nourishing and/or budget-friendly meals. Most 
importantly, taking advantage of the extra time to contem-
plate the mercies of God, for prayers to heal the sick and 
suff ering, and taking action in our community are oppor-
tunities to spread positivity this Ramadan. 

By surrounding ourselves with family, physically or 
virtually, we will expand and intensify relationships. 
Ramadan has copious gifts, and we invite you to join us. 

interfaith@gvsu.edu 
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Sharing in the gifts of Ramadan 2020

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Gen asks, “Is there a heaven and hell, or a type 
of merits-based system that determines the 
afterlife?”

Dr. Sharif Sahibzada, director of the Islamic Center and 
imam of the Mosque of Grand Rapids, responds:

“Everything is created by the Creator, therefore Heaven 
and Hell exist for those who believe in God and follow His 
discipline of life. Worldly life and afterlife are two kinds of 
life. One we are already having in this world, and the other 
one is the result of worldly life, which will be awarded in 
accordance to merit-based system resulting in the type 
of life humankind build up in this world. The decision 
for afterlife will be made by God on the Day of Judgment 
depending on the kind of deeds one has earned in worldly 
life. Criminals must face the results of their worldly 
actions, and righteous people must meet the reality of 
their deeds.

“‘Opponents of God and His Messengers will dwell in Hell 
for ever with supreme disgrace. The Word of God will come 
true and the Hell will be fi lled with people and invisible spir-
its.’

“‘The believers due to their right faith and good deeds will 
be awarded hospitable abode in Heaven.’”

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All Souls Commu-
nity Church of West Michigan, a Unitarian Universalist 
congregation, responds:

“Unitarian Universalists have a long history of believing 
in universal salvation, meaning everyone is granted access 
into heaven. In fact, that is the core belief of our Universalist 
identity. It is also true that we are less concerned about what 
happens in the afterlife and more concerned or engaged 
about this life here on earth.

“In looking at Luke 17:21 (NRSV), ‘For, behold, the king-
dom of God is within you.’ Many UUs would understand this 
to mean that we witness a kind of heaven and hell here on 
earth. For us, one example of how hell exists here on earth 
is when children are separated from their parents at the bor-
der. As Unitarian Universalists, we are called to raise our 
voices against these acts of cruelty. Many of us focus our 
faith in acts of social justice as a way of bringing heaven here 
on earth. We commonly use the expression, ‘We will Love the 
hell out of this world.’”

Father Michael Nasser, who writes from an Eastern 
Christian perspective and is pastor of St. Nicholas 
Orthodox Christian Church, responds:

“The second half of your question reflects a common 
understanding of Heaven and Hell in much of Western 
Christianity: do good and be sent to Heaven, don’t and you’ll 
be sent to Hell. While the Orthodox Church also under-
stands that the consequences of our decisions in this life 
do impact the ‘afterlife,’ it’s more accurate for us to say that 
there are natural consequences to our decisions in this life, 
which aff ect our lives in this life and the next. Some East-
ern Christian writers thought that what we call ‘Heaven’ and 
‘Hell’ may just be the same ‘place,’ but experienced very dif-
ferently. For those who love God and have lived their lives 
wanting to be closer, His presence is Paradise, but for those 
who do not love God, His love would be experienced as fi re 
and suff ering. We Eastern Orthodox Christians tend to place 
more attention than our Western brothers and sisters on the 
natural eff ects of sin — for ourselves directly, and indirectly 
on the whole world — rather than punishment meted out by 
God. Salvation is off ered for those who are joined to Christ 
and share in His conquering of death. In short, it’s not so 
much merits as natural consequences.”

Father Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Dominican priest who 
serves as adjutant judicial vicar, Diocese of Grand 
Rapids, responds:

“Heaven ‘refers to the saints and the “place” of the spir-
itual creatures, the angels who surround God’ (Catechism 
of the Catholic Church, p. 85). Hell is ‘the state of defi nitive 
self-exclusion from communion with God and the blessed’ 
(ibid., p. 269). Fortunately, for us salvation is a gift from 
Christ (ibid., p. 445).

“Yes, there is a heaven, and Catholics believe that when 
our lives on earth are complete, we will enjoy eternity with 
God in that ‘place.’ The choice to reject God happens when 
we simply sink into the spiral of greatly sinning without 
seeking forgiveness. In other words, refusing to love God, 
and this is hell.

“There is no merit system to get into heaven. Salvation 
is a gift that God freely gives to those who respond to God’s 
love. In other words, no one may earn eternal life by their 
actions. This does not give a person license to greatly sin, 
but one’s actions demonstrate the God in whose image he or 

she is created.”

My response:
Judaism believes that one’s positive actions during one’s

lifetime are judged, and weighed, against one’s sins. Many
Jews believe in a heaven, although some people’s entrance
into the next world might take longer than others, as the
period of judgment after death acts as a kind of purifi cation
and atonement from sin. The more sin, the longer the judg-
ment period. Eventually, virtually every person goes into
the next world, but there are suggestions in Jewish literature
that exceptionally bad people never enter heaven. Rather,
their souls experience the punishment of a permanent exclu-
sion or permanently cease to exist. Either situation might be
called hell.

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Do you believe in a heaven and hell based on a merit system?

Zahabia Ahmed-Usmani is program coordi-
nator at the Kaufman Interfaith Institute at 
Grand Valley State University.

A mosque in Morocco. This year, the Muslim holiday of 
Ramadan, which begins Saturday, will be impacted by the 
coronavirus pandemic, just as religious observances for 
other faiths have been aff ected this spring.   Submitted by 
Douglas Kindschi

When I talk about 
Ramadan to my non-
Muslim friends, they hear 
“no eating or drinking 
from sunrise to sunset” 
and think of a month of 
deprivation. However, 
for most, abstaining from 
eating and drinking has a 
much greater purpose; it 
serves as a reminder of our 
intentions for the day.
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