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Happily trapped in the past

Abdul | ah Ahmad

| SLAM as practised in Ml aysi a, | ndonesi a, Si ngapore, Brunei, Thail and
and pockets of other parts of South-East Asia, is amnmllion mles away
fromthe faith of the defeated Taliban

In countries where Muslins are minorities, many wormen justify wearing
t he tudung (headscarf) and nmen t he robes (jubah) either as a public
statement of their own spiritual quest or of their political identity in a
wor | d where | sl amperceives itself as under threat, or both.

The fourth pillar of Islam(there are five altogether) is Puasa
(fasting) between dawn and dusk. It is mandatory for all adult Muslins in
good health to abstain fromfood, drink, snoking and sex.

Vices like lying and back-biting are regarded as particularly detestable
duri ng Ramadan which is also a good tine for charity - visiting the sick
t he aged and t he poor. Puasa |l asts for an entire | unar nonth of between 28
and 30 days, and ends with the nost popular of Islanis festivals, Hari
Raya Puasa or Eid-al-Fitri. This year, we nmay only be fasting for 29 days.

| shall wite a bit about what a traditional Malay fam |y does during
Ramadan. The day begi ns when everyone gets up for Suboh prayers (dawn
prayers) after having had Sahur (supper to prepare for fasting).

After prayers, inny case, | normally read or wite. Between 9amand
10am dependi ng on the appoi ntnents, at tinmes as early as seven, | |eave
for the office, and work until | | eave either for hone or a breaking fast
engagenent. | pray together with ny fanmly, and sonetimes | go for teraw h
prayers (inportant sunnah prayers) at a nearby nbsque or wherever | fancy.

There is no obligation for me or Muslins to performthis. However, npst
peopl e do. It's about choice really. | like to go to the nmosque (during
Puasa on Fri days) because | feel good, cl eansed, energi sed and there's the
wonder ful feeling of fellowship.

Islamis a very flexible religion, made difficult by the likes of the
Tal i ban and holier-than-thou types. Few peopl e know that Mislinms can defer
prayers (qada) until later if it i s unavoi dabl e. Mbst peopl e, however,
feel restless if they do not pray ontine. Praying is such a part of ny
daily routine.

I goto bed late, nore so during Ramadan. | say ny prayers before sleep
simply because | may not wake up the next norning! They say the best thing
istodie in your sleep.

Hari Raya Puasa may fall on Sunday. The first thing a Muslimfam |y does
is to have a special Hari Raya bath and a light breakfast - its first
after 29 or 30 days of fasting.

The nmen fol k (al t hough sonme wonen do too) go to the nobsque for the Hari
Raya prayers. Many, after the nosque, visit the graves of their | oved ones
to put flowers, sprinkle scented water and recite prayers

They then rush honme to cel ebrate with nenbers of the famly. The
children and grandchil dren ask for forgiveness fromparents, grand-parents
and ol der siblings, and duit raya (pocket noney) is given out, the anount
general | y dependi ng on the chronol ogi cal age

The traditional open house begins after that, when close rel atives and
nei ghbours cone cal ling to exchange greetings and to ask for forgiveness
for the sins they nmight have conmitted agai nst one anot her

The traditional open house has now been repl aced by anot her type where
formal invitations are issued to include friends as well as business or
political associates and even recent acquai ntances. Everythingis now



pl anned. Not hi ng wrong, of course, except that it no | onger has
spontaneity.

At Christrmas, unlike Hari Raya, many find festive cheer in holly, tinsel
and lights. The Yuletide spirit is strictly for i mmedi ate nenbers of the
fam ly. The sheer predictability of the Christmas lunch is part of the
cel ebrati on. Ranadan, Hari Raya and Yuletide are a tinme of universal
goodwi I I and good cheer.

During these times, believers of their faith should cultivate enpathy
towards the | ess fortunate brethren and foster harnmony, brotherhood and
unity. Christians believe in Oiginal sin, understood as a fault so deep
in the human soul that only God hinself, by suffering on our behal f, can
atone for it. Therefore, Christ's atonenent, in classical Christian
doctrine, becones effective for ordinary believers when nediated to them
in sacranments such as bapti smand comuni on.

I slam on the converse, |ike Judaism holds that humanity is i n essence
good, and needs only gui dance fromvarious Prophets to nudge it to God's
presence. Prophet Muhammad was to Muslins the | ast of all God's Prophets.

The rel ati onshi p between I slamand Christianity is cl ose; both trace
t hei r pedi gree back to Nabi | brahi m(Abraham . Rel ations have nore often
been friendly than ot herwi se. However, when they feel threatened by the
ot her, they fight!

Hari Raya, Christmas, Chi nese New Year and Deepavali are joyous tine for
all. Over the years, | have never experienced fatigue entertaining. Who
knows how many t ens of thousands Prinme M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir
Mohamad and Datuk Seri Dr Siti Hasmah Mohd Ali will wel cone to their hone
this year. They have been doing this effortlessly for 20 years.

Hari Raya, being the caring and sharing festival it is, welcones all to
joinin, for everybody to have a good tinme. For sure, it is not a hallowed
tradition. Muslimadults, unlike Christians, do not exchange gifts on Hari
Raya. The excitenment first thingin the norning is the breakfast, whereas
inthe case of Christians, it is the norning of opening presents.

Anyone who wants to understand Islamnust |earn this crucial point:
Separate Islam the religion, fromthe cultural norns and style of a
society. Culture, not Islam is to blanme for the negative i mage of |slam
I sl anmophobi a is wi despread in the West as we westle with tensions between
traditi on and nodernity, between Islamand political Islam

One must di stingui sh between cultural primtiveness and I slam There are
many t hi ngs bei ng done in the nanme of Islamwhich are i nconpatible with
the religion.

The increase in |slanmophobia that foll owed the events of Septenber 11
has been fuel |l ed by nany wong assunpti ons, fed by forces which do not
want to see goodwi || exist between the two great religions.

Thr oughout Ramadan, prayers and sernons in the Misli mworld evoke the
| anguage of divine truth - for this is the only weapon the Mislins have -
agai nst the West-sanctioned corruption and decadence of princes in Wst
Asia which |ies at the root of the general Muslimposition agai nst the US.

On Christmas and Hari Raya, we eat special food, and good fell owship
prevails. Both cel ebrati ons have becone i ncreasi ngly comerci al i sed.

"Harry Potter", the remarkably successful series of books by J. K
Row i ng, has resulted in a del uge of merchandi se into the toy markets.

Harry Potter action figures and spelling books are good presents to
spoi |l children with, besides the regular run of Christnas goodi es. My
grandchil dren are too snall for spelling books. Perhaps, | shoul d buy t hem
H. P. pyjamas and toys to tenper their tantruns!

Conme to think of it, I have beconme |i ke sone Englishnmen who never quite
| eave Oxbridge. Well, sone never even | eave their prep school s! The
experiences at these places can be so i ntense and over-powering that nmen



are left enotionally trapped forever after. And how nmuch nore when it
conmes to either Hari Raya or Christmas. | amtrapped in nmy past; happily
t 0o.
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