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A chance for a clean slate

Abdul | ah Ahnad

RAMADAN | eaves no one in any doubt that Malaysia is a Muslimmajority,
multi-racial, multi-religious and nulti-cultural country. Town traffic
patterns change. The streets (except for the bazaars) feel slightly
enptier. Everything wi nds down by a notch or two. It gets a little harder
for newspapers to fill up their pages.

But that should not be so. For, in the true spirit of Ramadan, Muislins
shoul d work harder and be nore productive. Allah forbids Miuslins to
retreat during the holy nonth.

Prophet Muhammad was sonetinmes exasperated by his over-zeal ous early
foll owers who wi shed to emulate himin the slightest detail of the sunnah
(optional practice), the tendency to show "nonomani acal pietisni to the
exclusion of capturing the intended spirit of devotion

In this the ninth nonth of the Islamc calendar, Mislins feel nore
Muslimthan in the rest of the year. It is not just a tinme of fasting,
austerity and self-denial, but of a joyous sense of belonging. The nonth
of the revelation of the Quran is celebrated by the unity of the ummah, by
charity, good works and congregational worship, especially the teraw h
prayer.

It is natural to appear to be spending nore tinme praying and nmeditating
during Ramadan, especially during the terawi h and post-terawi h prayers.
But the Messenger incidentally prayed only 11 rakaah (ei ght rakaah for
terawih and three for witr), not 20 or nore. Besides, terawih is not
conpul sory, though highly reconmrended

VWhat ever the preachers say, Ramadan is not about white-knuckl e devotion
to Allah. There is conviviality and brother-hood am d piety. In Medina,
the Prophet's resting place, people line the concourse into and inside the
Prophet's Mosque at maghri b, the canonical hour that marks the breaking of
the fast, offering and sharing dates, sweets, cakes and drinks. The iftar
or neal that ends the fast is not |avish but imersed in denocratic
fell owshi p.

At the Grand Mbsque in Mecca, Islanmis holiest shrine, knots of nen
spread picnic cloths and serve coffee, tea and dates to all comers. There
is a pervasive sense of goodwi ||l as people bustle in and out late into the
ni ght perform ng supernunmerary rites and reciting the Quran, always trying
to finish the text. They do not | ook dour or grim They exult in their
faith. After terawih, Mecca and Medina do not sleep. The people sleep
during daytine up to the m dday prayer.

For ordinary Muslins, the pleasure of Ramadan is in del aying pl easure.
Appetites sharpen after self-willed, conplete abstention. Throughout the
Islamc world, dates (kurma) and sweets are a sell-out. In the Gl f
region, it is jelebi, pakora, sanosa and kunafa. In Ml aysia, the list of
kueh-nueh is much longer. | have received three packages of dates, two
from acquai nt ances, the other unknown. | thank them

The craving for sweetness goes beyond the soothing of hunger and thirst.
Many Muslins spend nore in Ramadan as they rejoice in famly and
friendship. Sone even gain weight. The intent of puasa is surely not
served by fraternal over-consunption although I don't find this
particul arly objectionable.

VWhat | do find hard to stomach is Ramadan's increasing
commerci al i sation. Like Christmas, Hari Raya too has becone bi g business.
Too many peopl e, encouraged by adverti senents and pronotions, take Ranadan



as an excuse to slow down, eat up and spend. Seasonal street traders nake
a fast buck on the lure of tenptation after a full day of privation

Even so, growi ng fat, Ramadan or otherwise, isn't a sinin Islam for
which fasting is a pillar of faith, not an i molatory act of worldly
renunci ati on. Except for the holy nonth of Ramadan, the Prophet
di scourages continuous fasting.

VWile | was in | SA detention for five years, | fasted every day except
for the six forbidden days (including the two Hari Raya) and | found that
it cleansed ny soul. If there was a time when | was sinless, it nust have

been during ny detention. Islamdoes not expect its adherents to starve in
the nane of God. But | amdetermned to shed 10 pounds to nake ne
overwei ght only by 10!

You fast in order to savour the things you have by deliberately going
wi t hout them Everything derives fromGod and we as nortals need to rem nd
ourselves of howlittle we deserve H s bl essings. Ramadan is neant for
giving and sharing, formalised by the paynent of obligatory tithes and
alms for the poor and feeding theminstead of the advantaged, though there
is no harmin entertaining your peers.

Fasting, in Islamnuch nore than in other organised religions, is the
sinmpl est act of piety. As Malays, we once kept our faith sweet, sinple and
uni que to us. But over the last three decades, many of us have striven for
arigid, contrived purity that conflicts with the tolerant form of Islam
we took centuries to absorb and nodul ate.

As a result, |I think we are becom ng nore religious, but |ess pious. The
I sl am of my chil dhood and youth is fading into nostal gia.

The writer Anthony Burgess (who taught me English for a termat Malay
Col | ege Kual a Kangsar under his real name, John WIlson) had this to say
about ny honme state in the |late 1950s:

"The Mal ays of Kel antan, apart from speaking a dial ect which was painfu
to learn, had an Islamc culture which no Iranian ayatollah woul d
tol erate. The wonen of the faith scorned the purdah and consi dered
t hensel ves to be superior to their nenfolk.

"They were wonen of great grace and beauty and had few inhibitions about
sex. That Islamwas too blatantly a faith of nale dom nation they
recogni sed without, as yet, being able to reformit through reference to
the Quran.”

There are now wonen such as the Sisters in Islamwho are trying to
change that. Still, the irony of Islamin the Malay heartland is that
worren were nore |liberated then than they are now The ayatollahs and the
Sout h Asian nul |l ahs woul d approve. And the bilious critics on the other
side of the fence such as V.S. Naipaul will continue to see Islamin the
Mal ay archi pel ago as a formof colonialism alien and destructive to its
heritage and cul ture.

Bur gess thought that the | oose matrinonial behaviour allowed for nen by
I sl am coupl ed with emanci pated worman-hood led to a high divorce rate. |
don't think so, and I think I know better. Marriages |asted |longer in
t hose days because nonogamny was the unquesti oned norm Mst people did not
know, and never bothered to discover, the details of shotgun divorce
(unl ess, of course, they had a reason to).

Bur gess makes fun of the divorce utterance or talak, by calling it a
cantrip, a witch's trick. I can't blame him though it pains ne to have ny
religion so ignorantly reduced to nockery. | ignored himbecause he was a
very unhappy nman, a womani ser and | ater a divorcee, with chips on both
shoul ders, who once consi dered converting to Islamafter he becane
di sillusioned with Roman Cat holici smand conmunism Wthout its spirit, an
understanding of its universal values and its cultural and social anchors,
Islamcan easily be, and is, shrivelled into a husk of petty rules.



The blindness of such rules can give rise to a case like Aida Melly Tan
Mutal i b's, who waited seven years to obtain a divorce. There are
protections in the Syariah for wi ves and wonen, as Aida Melly herself
proved by successfully suing for a term nation of her marriage. The
problemis not in the outconme, but in howlong it took, and how difficult
it was, to reach one.

Only a lax systemof |egal admnistration could have permtted such a
| engt hy extenuation of the wantonness of prejudiced nen. Some comentators
contend that the popularity of the Syariah anmong the urban Muslim m ddle
classes is due to their disenchantnent with the so-called secul ar
alternative.

Aida Melly proved them quite wong. Justice was grievously del ayed and
very nearly denied in her case as it has been for nmany ot her abandoned
wi ves. On the other hand, she has stayed true to her faith and fought for
her rights within it.

Ramadan is neant to show Muslins at their best, not at their over-
ritualised, over-literal worst. It would be a great disservice to Islamif
all we have left to live by is the em nence of our bad exanples. | want to
say nore, but Ramadan behoves ne to bite my tongue.

Tonight | amgoing to break fast at the house of a prom nent politician
(the Prime Mnister Datuk Seri Dr Mahathir Mohamad and Datuk Seri Dr Siti
Hasmah Mohd Ali will be guests of honour) and I will tell several new
mut aki f (a person who does nothing but pray during Ramadan) that they do
not have to be in seclusion for the whole nonth. Prophet Mihammad
recommended only a night would do though many people prefer 10 nights.

In any event, Ranmadan gives Miuslins a chance to wi pe the slate clean
Everyone is | ooking for the nystery of the Lail atul gadar, the bl essed
ni ght on which the Quran was reveal ed, which falls sonme tinme during the
month. | hope at |east sone of us may find it.
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