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بسم الله الرحمن الرحيم
         For the last two or three weeks, I have been receiving emails containing ISNA’s decision on dates of starting Ramadhan and celebrating Eids based on astronomical calculations and literal meanings of some words in different ahadith and the Qur’an. Some mails were supporting the decision, and some other attacking the method of arriving at it. In order to understand the rationale and scientific approach adopted by ISNA’s committee to arrive at its decision, I studied their decision and online attachments (i.e. the presentations of Drs. Shah and Soltan) three times, in three different sittings.
         Just to be brief, to me, it seems that their decision is based on the following two major points:

1. The interpretation of meanings of some words used in ahadith and the Qur’an.

2. The legality and applicability of astronomical calculations in sighting the moon.

         Let us consider the first point, first. The following hadith is narrated by Ibn Umar R and quoted by Bukhari and Ahmad (Dr. Z. A. Shah’s presentation, p.2):

ُ
لا تَصُومُوا حتى" تَرُوا"الهلالَ . وَلاتُفطرُواحتى" ترُوهُ" . فَإِن غُمَّ عَلَيكُم            فَا قدُرُوا لَهُ
Do not start your fasting until “you see” the crescent. And do not break your fasting (celebrate Eid) until “you see” it (the crescent again). And if (the sky) is concealed from you, then measure it (the crescent or grade its phase).
The committee argues that the meaning of the words within the quotes in Arabic text is not necessarily “seeing by eyes”, but there are many meanings of this word in the dictionary; and the Qur’an has used this word for “perceiving” or “recalling” or “knowledge”, etc. Therefore, they can use it for the meaning of “knowledge”, etc. I have two submissions on this point. First, I fail to understand why they have ignored the last part of the hadith that I have fully underlined in the text above. The last part clearly tells us that no other meaning of the words within quotes is possible here except that of “seeing by human eyes”; otherwise the last part is redundant and unnecessary. How can the clouds or snow or torrential rain or haze or hurricane or tornado or any thing else can conceal moon from our knowledge or perceptions or calculation?  These things can conceal moon from us only when we are trying to see it by our human eyes. The full hadith then teaches us that the Messenger of Allah (S) had ordered us, first, to try to see the moon by our physical eyes. If we fail to see the moon physically, because of inclement weather, we can then resort to other sources of measuring its phase or age. Second, they have failed to bring to our notice any single evidence of taking any other meaning than “physical seeing” by the Messenger of Allah (S) himself. What some other scholars have understood is not binding upon us, because of the conditional third part of the hadith discussed above.

         Some other ahadith are quoted by Dr. Shah to show that the third part is phrased differently. I think his discussion on this part to cast doubt on its authenticity is definitely uncalled for. Is it not sufficient to accept the statement, according to the rule of witness, if two authentic witnesses give the same statement? I think it is!  Bukhari and Ahmad give exactly the same statement, as given above. 
         Let us now consider the second point regarding the legality and applicability of astronomical calculation. I agree that to resolve the differences of opinions on the visibility of moon in a certain region or to plan for some future social or community events, astronomical calculation is not only a great help, but perhaps necessary, too. But abandoning the physical moon sighting forever, because of the availability of astronomical calculation of moon’s appearance, and saying that the physical sighting is itself not worship, is a simplistic approach.  We have already seen above that the sentences used by the Messenger of Allah (S) are imperative, according to the grammar of the language. They are orders for Muslims. When Muslims do something, because they are obeying the order of the Messenger of Allah (S), they are in the state of ‘Ibadah of Allah. Those who try to see the moon physically, because the Messenger of Allah (S) has ordered so, are in the state of ‘Ibadah. Moreover, they also are advised to invoke Allah’s blessings, after they see the moon. Giving up the sighting of the moon will deprive them of this ‘Ibadah, and is against the order of the Messenger of Allah (S).
         I am sure that the ISNA committee will agree with me that the third part of the hadith is not applicable all the time, and all the places. It is applicable only on those places, where the moon is physically not visible, because the physical situations of horizons from regions to regions are always different.  It means the Messenger of Allah (S) had recognized the differences of horizons. Not only he had recognized it, he had allowed Muslims to act accordingly. Allah also says that the Muslims should start Ramadhan, when they find it at their homes. He says,

فَمَن شَهِدَ مِنكُمُ الشَّهرَ فَليَصُمهُ ۖ
So every one of you who is present (at his home) during that month should spend it in fasting. (Al-Baqarah 2: 185)

This translation of the Qur’anic text is taken from Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s translation of the Qur’an. ISNA’s online document also uses the same translation. It clearly explains that the Muslims are to fast, if the month comes to their homes in natural way (i.e. if the moon is sighted on their horizon, and is not dragged to their horizon). What is their horizon? How far on the East and on the West should a Muslim reasonably claim to be his horizon? To fix this horizon, he must, first, understand the objectives of fasting. He can then fix a reasonable length of horizon to easily achieve the objectives of fasting. The Qur’an tells them the objectives of fasting as,
 (1) لَعَلَّكُم تَعقِلُونَ
(2) وَلِتُكَبِّرُوا اللهَ عَلَىٰ مَا هَدَاكُم

(3) وَ لَعَلَّكُم تَشكُرُونَ
(1) You may learn self-restraint. (2) And to glorify Him in that He has guided you. (3) And perchance you shall be grateful. (Al-Baqarah 2: 183, 185)
So a Muslim has at least three objectives to fulfill. He has to develop taqwa. He has to glorify Allah, and He has to show gratitude to Him. How does a Muslim achieve these objectives? Allah, for example, orders Muslims to glorify Him by praising Him, and by seeking His forgiveness. (An-Nasr 110: 3). In another words, Muslims should spend their times in salat (like Taraveeh and tahajjud), reciting the Qur’an, and invoking Allah’s forgiveness by prayers, etc, in addition to just fasting. Using these techniques, Muslims can achieve their spiritual uplift, and develop taqwa in their character.

         People generally go to bed by ten or eleven at night, so that they can rise easily for tahajjud or early in the morning for their daily work. They should then be able to finish their Taraveeh, which is an emphasized and industrious worship, by that time. They can do this easily, if the moon, according to calculation, is visible somewhere within a span of two to three hours after sunset in the West. Visibility in the East will not create any hardship. In short, if the moon is visible within the mainland of the North or South America, it should be accepted by all Muslims living on the mainland. ISNA should have told Muslims where the moon is astronomically visible on September 22d on the mainland of the two continents. 
         To find out if and where the moon is visible on the mainland on September 22d, in order to start the Ramadhan on 23d instant, I consulted the meteorological section of some newspapers. I found that there will be new moon on the mainland on 22d of September. This means the moon is not visible on that date. I then contacted a renowned Muslim astronomer Dr. Khalid Shaukat by email to get the information. He very kindly informed me that the moon is visible in the Polynesian Islands at 6:30 evening, local time. These islands are in the extreme West, near the dateline, and eleven and a half hours behind the Greenwich-time.
         When the moon is sighted at 6:30 in the evening in Polynesian Islands, it will be  9:00 in the morning in Makkah, 11:00 daytime in Karachi, 12:00 noon of 23d September in Dhaka, and 5:30 evening in Japan. The overwhelming majority of Muslims, who live in the Eastern hemisphere of the Globe, can not start their Ramadhan on 23d, because it will already be day time in their regions. They would have already missed Taraveeh, tahajjud, suhur, and would have taken their breakfast and lunch as well. Thus, this moon sighting is of no use to the Muslims of the Eastern hemisphere. This God-sent evidence proves that global start of Ramadhan is not feasible. Why force them to make up this loss of day later on, in order to start the month globally on the same date? This is not easing the situation. It is creating hardship for the overwhelming majority of the Muslims.

         Now let us have a look into the situation of the Western hemisphere. It will be 9:00 at night in California, 11:00 at night in Mid-West, 12:00 midnight in New York, 6:00 morning of September 23d in London, 7:00 morning in the Europe and Western Africa, and 8:00 morning in Egypt and Eastern Africa. Almost all of them will miss Taraveeh salat. Muslims in Europe and Africa will also miss their suhur. If Muslims of North America are forced to fast without their Taraveeh, it is putting a hindrance in the process of their spiritual uplift. If they are asked to offer Taraveeh late and consequently go to bed late, they have to face another hardship in getting up for tahajjud and suhur; consequently, other work of the day will also suffer. It is not easing the situation. Why then put Muslims to hardship in their worships? In order to facilitate the Muslims to perform their religious and worldly duties easily, ISNA should have found out the date of the first visibility of the moon on the mainland or in the East, rather than drag the moon from a far off place in the West to put it into “the homes” of the mainland Muslims. It would have given the same benefits that you get now. What was the hurry?

         The effort of uniting the community on worship celebrations is indeed welcome and appreciable, but the method adopted has, probably, divided the North American Muslim community more than it has united it. ISNA is not the “Oolil amr minkum”. It can not just enforce its arbitrary decision, by making it public just a few weeks before the start of Ramadhan. ISNA should have convened a large scale one-item agenda convention of the learned leaders, ulama, directors, etc., of Islamic organizations, mosques, madrasas, and centers from almost all major and known cities of North America. It should have put the issue of Unity of worship to them, and have asked their solution. No doubt, it would have taken a lot of time and other resources, but it would have been worth it. After all ISNA is the largest Muslim organization with much more resources than other organizations. It could have easily done it; and it can do it. As at now, the community has plunged into a deep crisis of disunity. May Allah help it out of this disunity, Amen!       
 Wallho Alam bis-sawab. 
May Allah bless you all!

Wassalam.             
