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Of all creatures Allah has created, we are the most magnificent. Why? Because we alone retain the power of potential, of comprehension, of choice in obedience or disobedience.  Allah gave us perfect form, making us of clay that is malleable so as able to be shaped, grown, beautified or corrupted based on our actions. Our bodies alone though, are empty vessels. Allah breathed into us ruh, our spirit or soul. And before our souls were deliver to the bellies of our mother they made a covenant testifying that Allah is our master (Surah al Araf) and it is this knowledge that gave our hearts its noor. He gave us our body as a vehicle for our soul to journey through this temporary life in worship of Allah. But since in this world, the human is closer to the Earth than to the heavens, the body takes its fill and the soul becomes starved. And with our soul starved, from its food,  the nutrients of the unseen, like the Quran and actions of goodness, we become like animals, void of the light which makes us sacred. Then Satan makes it easy for us to distract ourselves from remembrance of Allah, and give in to desires that shackle our body to this Earth, and smother the voice of our soul. Modern western civilization, since largely constructed on secular and materialistic foundations, does not attach much practical value to piety and Godliness, which the soul strives for. And this is the very basic objective of fasting, acquisition of piety and holiness (taqwa), the food, the strengthening of our ruh. There are three general principles of the fast that define its effectiveness: detachment, remembrance and power, and its application in solving the problems we face today. 

Detachment is essentially what fasting is all about. We detach ourselves from food, drink, bad speech and sexual intimacy so that our physical being can become disciplined to the calling of the soul. It is important to notice the difference between detachment and abstinence. While both are a choice, abstinence still infers temptation and want towards that particular object, but when you detach yourself from an attachment you open up for a new attachment. Throughout our life we should constantly be striving to elevate ourselves from the physical, to the moral and finally, to the spiritual dimensions of our existence. 
We do this by progressively detach ourselves from that which grounds us in the dunya and filling our hearts instead with the love of Allah.  For the heart too is a vessel, and when it is covered in the black of our deeds filled with desires of worldly things, you have come to a bad turn on your road to the akhira. When we come to love Allah, and make no partners to this love than we will be able to manifest His light, and become content with the blessings and trials he gives us. We would begin to see with the noor of Allah, and act in ways that elevate, purify and strengthen our hearts.  So when man is denied food for a long period of time, abstinence becomes detachment as he realizes that he is able to be sustained by less, and comes to appreciate the little he is given and acquire a greater sympathy for the poor and feelings of charity, kindness and generosity. Today 1600 children died of hunger, and many countries destroy their food to keep prices up, while we consume more than we need of products that cause us more harm than good. Food is not a reason someone should die, nor should money be valued more than a human life. Respect for the food and drink we abstain from and appreciation of Allah who blessed us with it, protects us from its abuse and over indulgence, creating a healthier individual whose physical needs are in harmony with the demands of the spirit- so much so that eating becomes a form of worship, a time of thanks and remembrance in Allah. 

Also as is evident in society to day, the carnal beast inside man seems to be the hardest to discipline. Religion uses fasting for a direct attack on lust and carnal passion, fasting being the most effective way to control it, then detach from its obsessive desire, until one comes to think of it as a sacred act between husband and wife . This is achieved through the prohibition of sexual relations during the period of the fast and then allowing sexual relations during the night (Qur'an, 2:187). In this way, Islam addresses an issue that have long been considered incompatible with mans spiritual striving, causing women to be looked upon as objects of desire that lead men towards sin and thus a women become a threat to spirituality. But by encouraging sexual relations after the fast, sex becomes a sacred act that man approaches with light rather than lust. Imagine if man was content with waiting for his wife, and then valued her as a blessing from Allah(swt) and the act they shared as something sacred and beautiful? No porn, no prostitution rather the revival of human dignity and chastity. 

 It is when we start looking at this dunya, and fulfilling our needs here that we lose sight of the sacred realm we are working towards. The fast plays the important role of restoring the consciousness of the existence of the unseen world and of the revelations that have been sent from that world as guidance for mankind.  When we fast, we don’t only detach ourselves from physical needs, but we develop and strengthen our soul. A ruh that was made of the unseen, and thus can only be nourished. The fast of Ramadan specifically is not just about detaching yourself from that which is harmful and needs to be controlled but also about becoming closer to Allah, purifying ourselves, strengthening our taqwa and remembering or purpose and thus responsibilities. We do this through increased prayer, constant recitation and reflection of the Quran. It is our time for repentance, renewal and revival. When Allah talks about Ramadan in the Quran, the first thing he says is the Quran was that it was brought down to us as a guidance. "The month of Ramadan in which was revealed the Quran, a guidance for mankind and clear proofs for the guidance and the criterion (between right and wrong). So whoever of you sights (the crescent on the first night of) the month (of Ramadan), he must fast that month, and whoever is ill or on a journey, the same number (of days which one did not fast must be made up) from other days.” How dos recitation and contemplation of the Quran solve the world’s problems? One word- Guidance. Allah gives the solution to every problem in this world, world hunger, war, depression, government, marriage, power- its all in there; He gave us the manuscript to a perfect life. You want to solve world hunger- appreciate your food, don’t over eat, feed your neighbor, give charity and work righteously. World Peace? Fight only to defend, don’t objectify your enemy, always be merciful. Our job is just to open it up, read it and apply. Living proof that this is possible is Muhammed(pbuh) and the Ahlul Bayt. I never understood the principle of infallibly in Shiasm until I head this beautiful explanation “only Allah is infallible, but the imams through a different context of infallibility chose not to do sin, not to make mistakes through their rightly guided knowledge that Allah has given to them in the example of Muhammed(pbuh)”. And this is when must all strive to do- Allah gave us the greatest gift during Ramadan- the Quran, and reminded us of our duty through the fast. 

 A former President of Tunisia attempted to prohibit the compulsory Islamic fast because he claimed that it had a negative impact on productivity and thus constituted an obstacle to economic growth and prosperity.  But what most people don’t realize, is that fasting is an institution of power.  Everything Allah(swt) ordains for us is filled with unmatched wisdom since He is the Creator of all things, Knower of the past and future of the entire universe. When looking at the arrival of the ayat about fasting, we notice that Allah delayed the commandment 15 years after giving Muhammed (pbuh) the gift of revelation. Sheik Imran Hosein made a beautiful observation about the reason for the delay. In 622 CE Muhammed (pbuh) and his followers fled Mecca to Medina where they lived among the Jews and Christians as one community. They prayed as the Jews, with their head to Jerusalem and their back to Mecca. They fasted on the same days and in the same ways as them as well. But when Muhammed(pbuh) and his army came back victorious from the Battle of Badr, the rich Jews of Medina, Khyber and Wadiul Quraa became alarmed at the rapid increase in the power and popularity of the Muslims and for these reasons, became deadly enemies of the Muslims. To try to break the strength of the Muslims, they spread rumors against Islam and made fun of the verses of the Holy Qur'an. Allah gave them one last door to mercy, one last chance to accept Muhammed(pbuh), to believe in him and follow him and honor his message which was the true message of the Abraham. But instead they mocked him and became violent against the believers.  At this time Allah(swt) revealed the law of fighting, in which he told the Prophet Muhammed(pbuh) that the only way he could preserve freedom and independence was to fight for it, but that fighting would only be a way to deter aggression. And Allah gave them victory. This was a major turning point in history, this is when the Muslims became a separate ummah, a new nation, the true believers now faced Mecca with their backs to Jerusalem, and Allah blessed them with a fast distinct in that was not days spread out but a full lunar month.

Allah commanded us to fast during Ramadan, for many reasons but one very important function was as a means through which the new Muslim ummah may be empowered. And since no nation, society or civilization can ever rise to greatness without establishing and sustaining the moral health of its people, it becomes clear that the institution of fasting in religion plays a role of crucial importance in nation-building and in the process of establishing a healthy and enduring society and civilization. In fact the Qur'an explains that survival, in the historical process, depends upon moral health of its constituents and leaders. Those who purify themselves and permit the proper growth and development of their moral being will succeed in history and in the afterlife. And those, on the other hand, who corrupt themselves and, in the process, obstruct the growth and development of their moral being, will eventually perish, and we’ve been given numerous examples of these societies of Lot, Noah, Moses, Umayyad Dynasty. It is through fasting that we can build and reinforce values, and values form an indispensable foundation of power. Power that our ummah no longer realizes, or appreciates. People associate power with military might or economic monopoly, but what is stronger than both is taqwa of the soul, the closeness to Allah(swt). A nation whose people and leader fasts for Allah and gains taqwa, will be a strong nation, that is not afraid to stand up to aggression as Imam Ali(as) did. What we need today is such a nation, that can defend its right to live in the way of Allah, and protect the weak and oppressed, who is unified as Muslims (Shia and Sunni), and who fear nothing but Allah.  Our current nations, even ones that call themselves Muslim, have everything but taqwa, alcohol and prostitutes in broad daylight, they serve their own interests of leaders who don’t think of the suffering Palestinian people but how much money they can make by being quiet. 

	Fasting is meant to beautify and elevate the individual, creates a conscious ummah, empower the Muslim nation and safeguard you from hell. By detaching yourself from bodily needs you win inner freedom and facilitate the purification of your heart and the acquisition of taqwa- greater God consciousness. Fasting opens your eyes to the signs around you, making you aware that your mundane schedule is not the path of Allah, that through worship and guidance of the Quran we have a more beautiful existence. The fast of Ramadan creates a system of empowerment that develops and sustains the foundations of power: Freedom, knowledge, Values, Faith, Unity, Leadership and Discipline, to which we should draw from to reach our potential as individuals and nations. But overall the greatest thing we can gain from fasting is taqwa, in when we have perfected ourselves only then can we expect to see a change in our world. 
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