THE ASTRONOMICAL CALCULATIONS: A FIQHI
DISCUSSION

By Dr. Zulfigar Ali Shah

The preferred opinion among all the schools of Islamic Figh in the past has been that the
month of Ramadan cannot be determined by the calculations. Astronomical calculations,
in view of the majority of Jurists, rest on mere assumptions and are hypothetical in
nature. Therefore, significant acts of worship such as beginning and ending of the month
of Ramadan cannot be based on probabilities and uncertain presumptions. Consequently,
the months connected with acts of Islamic Ibadat such as Ramadan, Shawwal or Zil-
Hajjah, can only be determined either by practical sighting (45,V) or by completion.

The majority of Classical scholars argue that actual sighting is required by the Qur’an,
Sunnah, Ijma’ (consensus of the jurists) and by the linguistic meanings of the word
“Hilal”. These four main arguments are usually presented to substantiate the claim that
actual sighting by the naked eye is a prerequisite to the fasting of the month of Ramadan.

ARGUMENTS OF THE MAJORITY:

The Qur’an narrates that:
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“Ramadan is the (month) in which was sent down the Qur-an, as a guide to mankind, also
Clear (Signs) for guidance and judgment (between right and wrong). So every one of you
who is present (at his home) during that month should spend it in fasting, but if any one is
ill, or on a journey, the prescribed period (should be made up) by days later. Allah
intends every facility for you; He does not want to put you to difficulties. (He wants you)
to complete the prescribed period, and to glorify Him in that He has guided you; and
perchance ye shall be grateful.” (2:185)

The phrase g Il oSS 1gd (0 “So every one of you who is present” in the above
verse is interpreted by the majority as requiring practical sighting of the new Moon. Such
an interpretation seems to be authenticated by the Prophetic injunctions such as the
following.
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The Prophet (PBUH) said, “Fast with sighting it (Moon) and break the fast with sighting

it. Complete 30 days of Sha’aban if it is cloudy.”

) (2469)
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The Prophet (PBUH) said, “Fast with sighting it (Moon) and break the fast with sighting
it. Count 30 days if the month is concealed from you (being cloudy).”
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“The Prophet (PBUH) mentioned Ramadan and said,” Do not fast until you see the Moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate about it in case it is cloudy.”
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ACTUAL SIGHTING BY THE NAKED EYES IS REQUIRED
BY IJMA’ (CONSENSURS):

The Hanafi jurist Abu Bakr al-Jasas states that:_
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Abu Bakr (al-Jassas) said,  the statement of the Prophet (PBUH) “Fast by sighting it” is
in line with the Qur’anic verse that says,” they ask you about the new moons. Say: they
are timings for people and for Hajj.” The Muslims have agreed about the meanings and
relationship of the verse and the Hadith with sighting of the Crescent as a condition to the
fasting of Ramadan. It proves that the sighting of the new Moon is what is termed as
witnessing the month.”

He concludes that actual sighting is the only method prescribed by the Prophet (PBUH)
to confirm the month of Ramadan. If it cannot be determined by actual sighting on the
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3 Al-Jassas, Abu Bakr bin Ali al-Razi, Ahkam al-Qur’an, Dar al-Fikr, Vol: 1, P: 279



29" due to unfavorable conditions such as cloudy weather, then completing 30 days of
Sh’aban is required and, that is the original rule, as al-Jassas states:
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“In light of the Prophetic Hadith, the original rule is that the month is consisting of 30
days except that if the new Moon is sighted before that. We must count 30 days for every
month we are at a loss to see the Moon due to cloudy weather. This rule applies to all the
months connected with Islamic rituals. Only the actual sighting of the new Moon will
make the month lesser than 30 days.”

He also claims that there is a consensus among all the Muslim Jurists not to accept
astronogllcal calculations in confirming or negating the month of Ramadan.
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“The one who believes in stages of the Moon and calculations of the astrologists is out of
Sharia’ah. This is not the area of Ijtihad as the Qur’an, the Sunnah and the consensus of
the Jursists is absolutely against it.”
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The reason for starting the months with actual sighting, according to al-Jassas, is to begin
the acts of worship with certainty and, not base them upon mere probabilities. )
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“This is what the Prophet (PBUH) says, “Begin fasting by sighting it and stop fasting by
sighting it. If it is cloudy then complete counting thirty days of Sha’aban.” He (PBUH)
has obligated us to count thirty days of Sha’aban when it is cloudy and also count 30 days

® Ibid, P: 280
7 Ibid, P:280
8 Al-A’yni, Badar al-Din, U’mdat al-Qari, Dar al-Fikr, 10, 265
? Ibid, P: 117



of Ramadan in case it is cloudy (on the 29™ of Ramadan) before starting the month of
Shawwal. It is required so that we can start the acts of worship based upon certainty and
stop the acts of worship based upon certainty. This is what the Prophet (PBUH) has
manifestly commanded by another authentic saying, “Do not fast until you see the new
Moon and do not break the fast until you see the new Moon.” And al-Tirmizi has narrated
on the authority of Abu Hurayrah that the Prophet (PBUH) said, “Count the Moon of
Sha’aban to determine Ramadan.”

Al-Jassas represents the majority view of the classical jurists. The official position of the
Hanafi, Maliki, Shafa’ee and Hanbali schools of thought is that astronomical calculations
are not the authentic way of determining the Islamic months. These months must be
confirmed either by actual sighting or by completion. In the following pages we will see
how these classical scholars argue in favor of this established position.

Ahmad bin Muhammad Al-Hamawi, another famous Hanafi JuI‘lSt states:
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“For us, the condition for the fast and breaking the fast is sighfing of the Crescent and,

calculation of the astrologists cannot be followed in this matter. In al-Tahzib, according

to Shafa’ee school, it is also stated that astrological calculations cannot be trusted neither

in the beginning nor in ending the month of fasting (Ramadan).”

Muhammad bin Abdallah Al-Kharshi presents the Maliki position in the following
words:
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“The fasting cannot be observed by following statement of an astrologist. Neither the
astrologist nor any one else can fast based upon that, because the Prophet (PBUH) has
confined the fasting solely to the sighting of the witnesses or completing the 30 days. No
other method is prescribed. Therefore, no attention should be paid to the
statement/calculations of the astrologist regarding the month whether one believes in the
preciseness of his calculations or not.”

Muhammad bin Ahmad Al-Dasuqi (Maliki) elabgrates the same by the following words:
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10 Al-Hamwi, Ahmad bin Muhammad, Ghamz A’uun al-Basa’ir, Dar al-Kutb al-A’ilmiyyah, Vol: 2, P: 66
1 Al-Kharshi, Muhammad bin Abdallah, Sharh Mukhtasar Khalil li-al-Kharshi, Dar al-Fikr, Vol: 2, P: 237
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Al-Dasuqi adds that Imam Malik is of the opinion that 30 days should be completed for
all the months when it is cloudy and possibility of sighting the Moon is non-existent.

Imam Malik himself has been reported to have said that if an Imam does not follow the
sighting methodology but prefers the calculations over that, such an Imam is not to be
obeyed or followed in daily prayers.
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Qadi Abu al-Walid argues that one should make up for the days one has fasted based
upon the calculatlons and not upon sighting or completion. o
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THE MUSLIM UMMAHIS UNLETTERED:

Shihab al-Din bin Ahmad al-Ramli, the known Shafi jurist, argues that:
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“The Prophet (PBUH) did not depend upon calculations at all but absolutely negated it by
his statement that “we are an unlettered nation, we neither write nor calculate...Ibn Daqiq
al-Eid stated that calculations cannot be the source of confirming the fasting (of
Ramadan).”

Imam Yahya bin Sharaf Al-Nawawi in Al-Majmu also quotes the above mentioned
Hadith and gives almost the same reasons for rejection of calculations:
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He adds that “it will cause people hardship if they were required to follow the
calculations as calculations are known only to a few people living mostly in big cities.
Therefore, the majority position is the right position and whatever else is there is rejected

by the authentic sayings of the Prophet (PBUH).”

12 Al-Dasugi, Muhammad bin Ahmad bin A’rfah, Hashiyat al-Dasugi a’la al-Sharh al-Kabir, Dar Ihy’a al-
Kutub al-A’rabiyyah, Vol: 1, P: 509
13 Al-Baji, Salman bin Khalf, al-Muntaqa Sharh al-Muatta, Dar al-Kitab al-Islami, Vol:2, P: 38
14 1.
Ibid, P: 38
15 Al-Ramli, Shihabuddin Ahmad bin Ahmad, Fatawa, al-Maktabah al-Islamiyyah, Vol: 2, P: 59
16 Al-Nawawi, Yahya bib Sharaf, al-Majmu’a Sharh al-Muhazhab, Matba’ah al-Muniriyyah, Vol: 6, P: 276



Al-Zurqgani also argues the same: )
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Abd al-Rahim bin al-Hussain Al-A’iraqi, another renowned Shafi scholar, contends that
clouds are very often in the horizon. The Shara’ee reason for fasting is the actual
sighting. The majority of Jurists has connected the fasting with actual sighting without
resorting to any other method. This is the opinion of Malik, Shafa’ee, Abu Hanifah and
the Jamhur in the past and the present.
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THE CALCULATIONS ARE CONNECTED WITH MAGIC
AND ASTROLOGY:

One of the main reasons of such a total rejection, in the view of these scholars, is the
close connection between astronomy and magic, which is forbidden by the Prophet of
Islam. Hafiz Ibn Hajar argues that:
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Ibn Hajar strictly prohibits use of calculation by quoting the Prophétic sayings which
warn Muslims about the evils of astrology such as “no one would learn any part of
astrology except that he has learnt a part of magic.” Caliph Omar has been quoted as
saying,” Learn from astrology whatever portion is helpful in guiding you through the land
and ocean and then stop.” Therefore, any part of astrology other than the directional
symbols and signs, to Ibn Hajar, is un-Islamic.

Imam Ibn Taymiyyah, a renowned Hanbali authority, is the staunch opponent of using
astronomical calculations in relation to confirming or negating the Islamic months. He
emphatically argues that calculations can never lead to a certain method of finding out the

7 Al-Zurqani, Sharh al-Zurgani A’la Mowta Malik, Dar al-Fikr, 152

18 Al-A’iraqi, Abd al-Rahim bin al-Hussain, Tarh al-Tathrib, Dar Ihy’a al-Kutub al-A’rabiyyah, Vol: 4, P:
113-114

"% Ibn Hajr, al-Talkhis, Vol: 2, P: 360
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crescent and he, like al-A’iraqi and al-Jassas, also claims an agreement among the

scholars about this matter. Ibn Taymiyyah contends that;
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“The mainstream scholars of Sharia’h agree that using calculations in determining the
new Moon is forbidden. The wise astronomers also agree that there is no way to
authentically determine the Crescent through calculations. That is why the expert
astronomers do not indulge in calculations but deny it. Only a group from the posterity,
out of ignorance, has indulged themselves in that. This is basically changing the Din of
Allah by misleading people and by following the misguidance of the Jews in this matter.”

Here Ibn Taymiyyah seems to be referring to the Jewish Rabbinical council’s decision to
adopt astronomical calculations as the authentic source of confirming the Jewish lunar
months.

At another place he had registered his opposition to the use of calculations in the
following strong words:
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“Undoubtedly the calculations are rejected by the Sunnah as well as consensus of the
Companions, as the authentic Hadith says ... Therefore the one who depends upon the
calculation is a misguided innovator not only mistaken in the matters of Shari’ah but also
in the matters of logic and astrology.”

THE CALCULATIONS ARE INACCURATE:

He also argues that knowledge of astronomy is misleading and in itself is a forbidden act.
Its cons over weigh its pros. He quotes several narrations of the Prophet (PBUH) to
denounce astrology.
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2 1bn Taymiyyah, Fatawa, Vol: 6, P: 590
' Ibid, Vol: 25, P: 207
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Ibn Taymiyyah substantiates his point by a practical encounter which he had with the so
called astronomers of his times. He concludes that the methodology of astronomical

calculations is purely based upon falsehood and cheating.
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“This is how the astrologists are! I, by logical arguments, proved the wrong nature of
their profession when I debated their chiefs in Damascus. One of them told me that, by
God, we concoct hundred lies to be able to come up with one truth.”

He further contends that: L L
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“The arguments against this profession and it prohibition in Islam are too many. It is not
a place to go in to details of that. It is sufficient to quote what al-Muslim narrated from
the Prophet (PBUH), “who asked an astrologist (a’rraf) about something (unseen), Allah
SWT will not accept his prayers for forty days. The term (@’rraf) denotes the magician,
the astrologist and the others.”

This group of scholars suggests a number of punishments for the individuals who engage
themselves with astronomy and calculations. For instance, Muhammad bin Ahmad al-
A’lish points out that no body, neither the astrologist himself nor any one else, should
fast according to the calculations. It is forbidden to approve of an astrologist. The
astrologist should be killed without any chance of repentance if he openly propagates that
the stars are directly involved in human destiny. He will be treated as an apostate if he
conceals his beliefs but argues indirectly about the impact of stars on human life. He
should be asked to repent and in case of refusal to do so should be killed. He will be a
sinful believer if he takes the stars as signs indicating the events in the world but does
believe that the actual power lies with Allah SWT and not with the stars. A’lish contends
that:

2 1bn Taymiyyah, Taqi al-Din, al-Fatawa al-Kubra, Dar al-Kutb al-A’ilmiyyah, Vol: 1, P: 62
3 Ibid, Vol: 1, P: 62
* Ibid, P: 63
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Hafiz Ibn Hajar calls them the human devils as they base their calculations on mere

conjecture, mere hunch and anticipation. He also quotes the above mentioned Hadith

which connects knowledge of astrology with the knowledge of magic.
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SUMMARY OF THE MAJORITY’S ARGUMENTS:

The main arguments of this group of scholars (against usage of calculation as a valid
source of determining the Islamic month) can be summarized in the following main
points:

1: That, in the matters of confirming or negating the Islamic months especially the month
of Ramadan, sighting of the new Moon is required by the Islamic Law, as sighting only
can guarantee the certainty. Actual sighting, in the view of these scholars, seems to be the
goal and not the means. By sighting they mean the actual sighting through the naked
human eyes. This group of scholars claims that there exists a consensus among all the
classical Muslim scholars that the actual sighting or completion of thirty days is the only
way of confirmation. This classical majority group reiterates that the Prophetic narrations
which call for estimation or calculation in case of cloudy weather must be understood in
light of the narrations that require completion of thirty days. That is what they believe is
the consensus. And Ibn Taymiyyah defines the consensus in the following words:

25 A’lish, Muhammad bin Ahmad bin Muhammad, Manh al-Jalil Shrah Mukhtasar Khalil, Dar al-Fikr, Vol:
2,P:113-114

% Ibid, 114

?7 Ibn Hajr
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“Consensus occurs when the Muslim scholarship agrees upon a ruling of one of the

Islamic rules. No one is permitted to oppose such a consensus because the Ummah does

not agree upon something inherently wrong.”

He also argues that: ;

il Gdle 46<s LaS 4idle 4aSy agdall gle¥l of  gatiaildlg

29, ¢ 5,
“The reality is that the one who goes against an established consensus in fact commits an
act of disbelief. It is just like refusing an established religious text.”

2: That, astronomical calculations are hypothetical in nature and mere conjectures. They
can never lead us to an authentic method of determining the beginning or end of the
Islamic lunar months. Some classical scholars such as Ibn Taymiyyah and al-Jassas also
seem to claim an agreement among Jamhur about rejecting the calculations all together.

3: That, following calculations causes hardship for common people as its knowledge is
specified to a few individuals mostly living in big cities etc., as argued by al-Nawawi.

4: That, dealing with calculations and movements of celestial bodies is a profession of
magicians and fortune-tellers, the aspects of divinations strictly forbidden by the
Sharia’h. The Prophet (PBUH) forbade that by saying:

u.c‘_,_uu TS uu‘_,_».u_u J.Lw.og d_u.wb_’l u_:)S_ag_’l TS
Ao o Gbeh d& I Wie gh sl 48 iU oy A was
G i pday 4de 4 w‘uuqu Jois)y JLS JLE wlie oo o€
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“No one would learn any part of astrology except that he has learnt a part of magic.”

Abu Dawud also narrates that the Prophet (PBUH) prohibited Ali (May Allah be pleased

with him) from keeping the company of astrologlsts

O Hayla I_»_»Jp%fo.x_’&_HJSg_a@lu_»w}%,qu 4_1_1| ..u..cl_»_’..\p
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5: That, the Prophet (PBUH) has clearly forbidden Muslims to deal with calculations in
relation to the month of Ramadan when he said that we are unlettered people we neither
write nor calculate. On the other hand, he (PBUH) has commanded Muslims to depend
upon the actual sighting or complete thirty days. Some of them contend that the Prophet

% Ibn Taymiyyah, 10 :0= 20 :z 558 & sens
29 .
Ibid,
3% Abu Dawud
1 Ibid
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(PBUH) prohibited usage of calculations knowing the fact that the Jewish community of
Madinah was using astronomical calculations in confirming the Jewish months. Actually
the Jewish calendar was fixed by R. Hillel II in 363 AD and the Jewish community of
Madinah had access to that calendar. He (PBUH) intentionally stopped the Muslims from
imitating the Jews by putting a stop on the use of calculations in the matters of
confirming Muslim months.
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“We are an unlettered nation. We neither write nor calculate. The month is this way and this way.
It means that sometimes it is twenty nine days and sometimes thirty days.”
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6: Following astronomical calculations in the matters of Din such as the month of
Ramadan and Shawwal would nullify the spirit of the acts of worship such as fasting.
This goes against the clear commandments of the Prophet (PBUH) as he has said, “Do
not start fasting until you see the Moon and do not stop fasting until you see the Moon.”
The Prophet (PBUH) has used both positive and negative forms of the verb (fast by
seeing and do not fast until you see it) to make sure that the Muslims understand the
significance of the actual Moon sighting and that they do not end up following the Jewish
patterns in the matters of faith and action. Therefore, any Muslim who goes against these
emphatic commandments of the Prophet (PBUH) and starts fasting based upon mere
calculations must make up for the days observed.

7:That the Arabic word for the new Moon is “Hilal”. The linguistic definition of the
word Hilal requires that it must be deflecting the light and be shining and not dark.
Shining then is connected with human sighting. Therefore, we cannot start the new month
until we see the new Moon. This argument is based upon the following linguistic
meanings of the word “Hilal”.

Ibn Manzur gives the following definition for “Hilal”.

st Jad ).g.w._ll o)sHoulr»_ilLnguoHJJI [Y-RE bW | B
)_@.mJlgFaogy_a_ul H| u‘r“o.m_a’i‘é‘).@.mleu_»_l_»_U’ibu
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32 Bukhari
3 Muslim
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“Al-Hilal is the white spotlight of the new Moon seen by the people in the beginning of
the new month. It is said that the new Moon is called “Hilal” for the first two nights of
the month (except for the same days of the next month) and then it is called “Qamar”. It
is also said that the new Moon is called “Hilal” for the first three nights only. It is also
said that the new Moon is called “Hilal” until it petrifies. It is also said that it is called
“Hilal” until its glitter flaunts darkness of the night. This cannot happen until the seventh
night.”

Discussion Regarding the Above Arguments:

The following Qur’anic phrase is usually translated to mean witnessing actual Moon

sighting.

The linguistic meanings of the word “Shahida” are “presence, knowledge and

announcement (informing others). Ahmad bin Faris, in Magayees al-Lughah, says:

32 Y cpdely pley e Je J Jol JIadly sldly gudl L
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“The meanings of “Shahida” are confined to the three: Presence, knowledge and

announcement”. None of the word’s derivatives go beyond these three meanings.”

Linguistically the above quoted Qur’anic phrase cannot go beyond the following three
meanings:
1: “Whosoever was present in the month the Ramadan then let him fast (the month).”

2: “Whosoever had the knowledge of the month of Ramadan then let him fast (the
month).”

3: “Whosoever received the knowledge about the month of Ramadan then let him fast the
month.”

In no way or form it can be translated “Whosoever see the Moon of the month of
Ramadan then let him fast it.” It will be against all the established rules of Arabic
language. That is why the Qur’anic exegetes have translated and understood the
meanings of the phrase as “Whosoever was present in the month of Ramadan then let him
fast the month.”

The Qur’an has used the same word in all the above mentioned three meanings. For
instance it says: L. . | Cae s .
a=ILS pdadi F1 eyl S0 Jadiy 38 Y LJ;&’+s<uﬁ Lgid
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3* Ibn Manzur, Lisan al-Arab
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“There is no god but He: that is the witness of Allah, His angels, and those endued with
knowledge, standing firm on justice. There is no god but He the Exalted in Power, the
Wise.” (3: 18)
Allah SWT does not witness with actual eyes neither do the angels. Allah SWT witnesses
means that He “explains or knows”. Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti explains these meanings by the
following words: )
Pala¥y IOV UL iy iy { 0T L
“Shahida here means that Allah SWT had explained to His creatures by the signs and
arguments (that He is One).”

The same word is used about human faculties such as hearing and seeing. I am sure they
do not have actual physical eyes to 51ght things. ) . _.
Lo P.mog_bg P.m_)_;a_ﬂg pgRO P.g_n_l_c ..L.@.m Lags s Lo |o| "rb
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At length, when they reach the (Fire), their hearing, their sight, and their skins will bear
witness against them, as to (all) their deeds. They will say to their skins: "Why bear ye
witness against us?" They will say: "Allah hath given us speech, He Who giveth speech
to everything: He created you for the first time, and unto Him were ye to return. (41:20-
21)
In these verses the witness of the hearing faculty, sighting and skins is explained through
the word “Shahida”. No one can say that these faculties will witness with their eyes. This
means that these faculties will explain or give knowledge of what the person had done in
the worldly life.
The following verse uses the word Shahida for truth: .
Py Il dgd oo Y Loaiol g5 oo Gstly Gi0T Aan ¥
RES e
“And those whom they invoke besides Allah have no power of intercession; only he who
bears witness to the Truth, and they know (him).”(43:86)
Here again the witness of truth cannot be with naked eyes. The truth is not a physical
entity that witnessing it would require sighting it. It clearly means standing by the truth or
acknowledging it wholeheartedly.

The Qur’anic exegetes, in light of the crystal clear Qur’anic and linguistic meanings,
interpret the above quoted verse of Surah al-Bagarah to mean that “whosoever was
present in the month of Ramadan and was not traveling or sick then he should fast the
month of Ramadan.
Imam Abu Abdallah al-Qurtubi reports that the famous Companions of the Prophet
(PBUH) like Ali, Ibn Abbas, A’isha and others have observed that the meanings of
“Shahida” is to “be present” in the month of Ramadan.
Loyl didley Ui oo Ly wbe 9l oI o ool e JLES
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3% Al-Suyuti, Jalal al-Din, Tafseer al-Jalalayn, Dar Thya’ al-Turath al-Arabi
3% Al-Qurtubi, Tafseer, 2, 290



14

“Ali bin Abi Talib, Ibn Abbas, Suwayd bin Ghafalah and A’isha, four of the
Companions, and Successors such as Abu Mijlaz, Lahiq bin Humayd and U’baydah al-
Salmani have said, “Shahida” means whosoever was present when the month started and
was resident in his city and among his family, let him complete his fasting...Whosoever
was present in the month of Ramadan let him fast.”

Hafiz Ibn Kathir says: .
prill e doluo & ouSls { waands Jgall ASGL Lgh el
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“By this verse Allah SWT obligated the resident and healthy to observe fasting while
giving concession to the sick and traveling persons.”
The same meanings of presence are given by him at a different place ) ]
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Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti says Shahida means “present”. o )
Vb { Agh oad
Imam al-Nasafi gives the same meanings: )
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Imam Showkani also says that the word means “present”.
oo gLS Jo i ¢ 05 Ly o« > iG]
Imam al-Razi has the same meanings for the word “Shahida”.
Posadl seehdly yas ol { Lgd )
There is no second opinion among the Qur’anic exegetes that the above phrase means
whosoever was present in the month of Ramadan and not sick or traveling should fast the
month of Ramadan. The same meanings are conveyed also by the context in which this
phrase occurs in the Qur’an. Immediately after this phrase the Qur’an says, "Whosoever
is sick or traveling should make up for the missed days.” Imam al-Alusi observes:
s e gl Layss oLS Guy mards I ple oo JU of Gus Yy
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“Linguistically it is not appropriate to say, “whosoever saw the Moon let him fast and
whosoever is sick or traveling let him make up for when the second category enters the
first category (meaning when the sick or traveling sees the Moon). The detailed
conjunction “and” demands difference and variety... that is why majority of the
grammarians view “al-Shahr” is the subject and see that the word “fa” means “as a
result” or “consequently” the person should fast.”

3" Tbn Kathir, 1, 360

* Ibid, 1, 367

Tafseer Jalalayn, 37

0 Tafseer al-Nasafi

1 Al-Razi, Tafseer, 2, 250
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Al-Alusi shows that linguistically the phrase cannot violate the two established meanings.
It has to mean either presence in person or through knowledge. The meanings will not
give a sense of actual sighting of the Moon whether we take the word “al-Shahar” as
“Mafa’ul fiyh” or “Maf’ul bih”. )
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Al-Razi also explains that in either case the meanings will be presence and not witnessing
the new Moon with human eyes. ; )
pSics Lgib (o :‘é.e_}lﬂois dods ugdh Jomdo ol LUl 1g¥ed Liga é
e laisl { gadl ) radedy dadlue oS0 L gRre s ol Ll
Jorin 1 SUI Jeidly . { Taaidld ) sadss g Ll dIisy Gkl
Lldpray Uing sgudl Lo ld o iaoaiidly { il ) ose { Lgh )
P gle) aSyoly oM yae Ougdh Jliy LaS gay daasdd
It is a common practice among the Arabs to say that “I witnessed the Friday prayers or
Hajj”. That does not mean that Friday prayer or Hajj is something physical and the person
saw it with his own eyes. It clearly means that I was present in the Friday prayers or in
the Hajj of such and such year.

It is very unfortunate that some contemporary Muslims try to impose their opinions upon
the text of the Qur’an and do not let the Qur’an speak to them. They arbitrarily inflict
their understanding of the issue upon the Qur’an itself and then present it as the authentic
Qur’anic position. This case of actually sighting the new Moon of Ramadan is a good
example how some Muslims intrude the Divine writ by compelling the Qur’an to say
what they think is right and should be said. It should be the other way round.
oo e A u,o,@_“,wujs_.,_,umzdu{s_g.o?_gi ol Oe
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“Ibn Abi Maleeka narrates that Abu Bakr (May Allah be pleased with him) was once
asked about interpretation of a word in the Qur’an. He replied, “Which heaven will cover
me and which earth will carry me and where will I go and what will T do if I end up
saying a word in (explaining) the Qur’an which is against the intended meanings of Allah
SWT (for that Qur’anic word).

It was not a very complicated word about which Abu Bakr (May Allah be pleased with
him) was asked. He was asked about the meanings of simple words such as “the fruit”
and “father” in Surah A’basa. He was not sure about the exact meanings in that context
and was afraid to give an interpretation which may not be the hundred percent intended
meanings of Allah SWT for those words. This is Abu Bakr and these are the simple
words. What about changing the meanings of a Qura’nic verse to fit in one’s own
understanding or interpretation! May Allah SWT protect all of us from indulging in such
a disastrous adventure!

42 Al-Alusi, Ruh al-Ma’ani, Ibid
4 Al-Razi, Ibid
* Al-Qurtubi, Tafsser, 1, 1
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If we were to accept the interpretation of some contemporary Muslims that the word
“Shahida” means sighting the Moon of Ramadan with naked eyes”, then the question
arises whether fasting is obligatory upon all those who sighted the Moon of Ramadan?
What about the sick, the traveler, the children under the age of puberty, the pregnant
women and elderly people? Would they be obligated to fast if they happen to sight the
Moon of Ramadan?
In addition to that it will mean that only those people who see the Moon will be required
to fast the month of Ramadan if we translate the word “Shahida” as “actual sighting”.
The opposite understanding will be that those who do not see the new Moon are not
required to observe fasting. This will be absolutely wrong understanding of the Qur’anic
verse. Therefore, it is erroneous to connect “Shahida” with sighting rather than
“presence”. That is why Abu Sa’ud, Kashaff, Samarqandi and almost all other Qur’anic
exegetes clearly explain the phrase to mean “present.”

It is correct that some classical jurists have explained this phrase in light of the Ahadith
that call for sighting the Moon of the month of Ramadan such as the following: )
(SR l_>|u.9.e*’ :JL3 .)l_a‘)u_a.\.a&l_»_».u-wl_u.u- P'” NN
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The Prophet (PBUH) said, “Fast with sighting it (Moon) and break the fast with sighting
it. Complete 30 days of Sha’aban if it is cloudy.” (Bukhari)
Abu Bakr al- Jassas argues that in light of the Ahadith we can say that sighting of the new
Moon is basically being present in the month but he has never claimed that the verse of
Surah al-Bagarah and the phrase means only that. He has never claimed that sighting the
new Moon will be the exact translation of the Qur’anic verse. This is his understanding of
the verse and not the exact hteral translatlon of the verse. He states:

RESS UIRRYTS R JUgdr o5y of Je a0d 34
THE SUNNAH ARGUMENT:

The Prophetic Ahadith clearly ask for actual sighting of the new Moon as a mean of
certainty and not as a precondition for the I’badah of fasting. It is true that sighting was
required by the Prophet (PBUH) as it was the only authentic method available during his
times to confirm the presence of the new Moon, the sign of the new month’s
commencement. That is what the Prophet (PBUH) said, “we are unlettered people we
neither write nor calculate.” The month consists of sometimes 29 days and sometimes 30
days. The Ibadat are connected with the time and the time in Islamic understanding is
connected with the Moon and not with the Sun as the Islamic calendar is a lunar and not a
solar calendar. The Sharia’h does not want us to start the fasting when the month of
Ramadan has not even begun and Islam does not want us to lose a day of Ramadan by
celebrating the Eid on the last day of Ramadan. That is why the Prophet (PBUH) advised

* Ibid, 19, 22
4 Al-Jassas, Ahkam al-Qur’an



17

us not to start the month of Ramadan a day or two ahead of time or finish it a day or two
ahead of time. He wanted us to start the month of Ramadan with certainty that the new
Moon is there and same is the case with breaking the fast. The actual sighting of the new
Moon was the only mechanism at their disposal to attain that certainty. That is why the
Prophet (PBUH) emphasized so much upon sighting the new Moon not because sighting
was or is the objective of fasting or in any way or farm a goal of the Ibadah but because it
was a means to ascertain the presence of the new Moon, knowing which is the objective
of Ibadah. Now when that objective can be achieved through a more authentic and
precise method i.e., astronomical calculations then replacing actual sighting, a probable
means of certainty, with a more accurate method with categorical certainty will not
constitute any deviation from the Prophetic commandment or objectives of Islamic
Sharia’h but a complement to that.

2: If the actual sighting was such an objective or a prerequisite that fasting cannot be
started except by it then it would have been required even on the 30" of Sha’aban.
Nobody goes out to see the new Moon on the 30™ of Sha’aban or on the 30™ of Ramadan.
No jurists have ever required such a sighting because the sighting was prescribed for
certainty and not for the sake of sighting itself. Once that certainty is achieved by
completing 30 days (as the Islamic month can not go beyond 30 days) sighting is not
even required and the new month is started. Everybody knows that the new Moon must
be in the horizons by the 30™ of Sha’aban and nobody worries about seeing it. If seeing
the new Moon was a precondition for fasting then fasting and sighting will go hand in
hand. But we see it is not. Therefore sighting is not the prerequisite for fasting but is a
means to achieve certainty of the new Moon in the horizon.

3: If it is said that sighting is not required on the 30™ of Sha’aban because the Prophet
(PBUH) said, “complete 30 days if it is cloudy.” I will argue that this Prophetic statement
commands that complete 30 days if it was cloudy. It does not say “Do not see the new
Moon on 30™ of Sha’aban if it was not cloudy on 29" of Sha’aban.” Suppose it was not
cloudy on the 29" of Sha’aban and the new Moon was not seen that evening then would
not the Hadith require Muslims to see it on the 30" of Sha’aban had it been a
precondition for fasting. The clause of “if it is cloudy” covers only when it is cloudy but
it does not cover when it is not cloudy. Had the sighting been intrinsic to fasting then it
would have been required even on the 30™ especially when the new Moon was not seen
not because there were some obscurities hampering its sighting but because when it was
not there in the horizon. But if we agree that sighting is not the precondition for fasting
but certainty then one can understand why sighting is required on the 29" of Sha’aban
and not on the 30™ of Sha’aban.

4: Sighting is not a prerequisite for fasting even on the 29™ of Sha’aban. Had it been a
precondition then no Muslim will be allowed to start the month of Ramadan except
through sighting the new Moon on the 29" day of the month of Sha’aban. Ibn Umar
along with A’isha, Asma bint Abi Bakr used to start fasting the next day if it was cloudy
on the 29™ day of Sha’aban and the new moon was not sighted because of obscurities, as
the details will come in the coming pages. They will not fast that day as a supererogatory
day of fasting but as a mandatory day of Ramadan. That was the case with many
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Tabi’een (Successors) and a whole school of Figh is based upon this opinion. Imam
Ahmad, following the actions of these Companions of the Prophet (PBUH), has adopted
this position and the entire Hanbali School follows this position of Imam Ahmad. It
becomes important when we know that Ibn Umar is the original narrator of many of the
Ahadith (narrated by all the authentic sources of Ahadith) which require sighting as a
means of fasting. For instance:
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“The Prophet (PBUH) mentioned Ramadan and said,” Do not fast until you see the Moon
and do not break the fast until you see it. Estimate about it in case it is cloudy.” (Bukhari)
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As we will see that Ibn U mar will start the month of Ramadan by just counting the days
of Sha’aban and without actually sighting the new Moon if it was cloudy on the 29" day
of Sha’aban. This act of Ibn U’mar, the original narrator of the Prophetic reports that ask
for the actual sighting to confirm or negate the month of Ramadan. His act explains the
true meanings of those Ahadith and repudiates the second most important argument of
the majority that there is a cause and effect relationship between the actual sighting and
the act of fasting. Logically speaking sighting in itself cannot be the sole reason for
prescribing the month of Ramadan or the act of fasting. It must be a mean to achieve the
goal of certainty. Following points must be kept in mind while discussing this matter.

It is a known fact among the Jurists that sighting in itself is not a condition for the month
of Ramadan as Muhammad bin Ali Ibn Daqiq al-Eid, the renowned Shafaee authority,
states that:

o1 e du_,uu o P,,_uu G0 JoM__, 4_’3)_” Lias Gy
sleizUL 51, sladl JGSLy pé 15] Ts)gabaldl b gsdaal
_)_apJu|3 poadl 4_t_Lcu.>3 ’ uba.ogq.o 3.»J| U' 3 u|)uul_a
8375 u..o o)_:._>| Wy . JUedi
“The actual sighting is not a pre requisite to the fasting. There is agreement (among the
Jurists) that if someone was imprisoned in the basement and knew, either through
completing 30 days or through estimation by following the signs, that the month of
Ramadan has started, then he is required to start fasting even if he has neither sighted the

Moon by himself nor was informed by the one who actually sighted it.”

*" Musnad Ahmad
* Ibn Daqiq al-A’id, Thkam al-Ahkam Sharh A’umdat al-Ahkam, Matba’ah al-Sunnah al-
Muhammadiyyah, Vol: 2, P: 8
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The famous Classical Hanafi jurist Sa’ad al-Din Mas’ud bin U’mar al-Taftazani states
that all the Muslim jurists agree that sighting the new Moon is just a mean and not the
objective in itself. ) .

).g.al-” b L b Uk { gl PS_»_o..\_g_mu.aJ}él_?_a 4_13.;0|_

{ 40 3JJ|3_0340}{=>L¢J|3 o)LeJlLt_LcUg_aLm_ﬂgLLco?.@.@l_é
u_s._s._'a Lo Jo L Lo 4_$3JJ| i ds of yadl guit 3 JJ,;‘:_l.sJH
il dagh 3y L

“The meanings of the Quranic verse “whosoever witnesses the month” means being
present in the month. Witnessing the month is just a mean. The Prophetic statement “fast
by sighting it” also leads to that. All the Muslim jurists agree that actual sighting is not
the objective but the objective is what the sighting proves and that is the coming of the

(new) month.”

The contemporary jurist Dr. Mustafa al-Zarqa argues that:
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“It is an established fact that sighting the new Moon in itself is not an act of Islamic
worship. It is just a mean to know the time. It was the only way available to a nation
which knew not how to write or calculate. Its unlettered status was the sole reason for it
to be dependent upon the naked eye. This is precisely what the text of the Hadith, which
is the source of this ruling, says.”

Actual sighting through the naked human eye was prescribed by the Prophet (PBUH) as it
was the only method available to the Muslims of that time to confirm with certainty the
beginning or ending of the month. The reason for such a need was also given by the
Prophet (PBUH) and that was the unlettered status of the Ummah of that time.

Moreover, the verb “Ra’a Yar’a” “seeing or sighting” is usually used in the above quoted
Ahadith in the sense of actual act of physical sighting but linguistically the verb is not
confined to it. It has been used in a number of other instances in the Qur’an as well as in
the Ahadith where the meanings cannot be actual sighting but pondering or certainty. The
verb seeing along with its many derivatives has occurred in the Qur’an for 328 times. In a
number of these verses the Qur’an has used the verb “seeing” in the context of pondering
or ascertaining without resorting to sighting by human eyes. For instance verses 2:242
and 2:46 use the verb not in the actual sighting context but in the second sense. ;
pd JLES Ol Hdo Sodl pay payl2d (o0 1 e2s3 20 Q) 5 L
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Didst thou not turn thy vision to those who abandoned their homes, though they were

thousands (in number), for fear of death? Allah said to them: "Die": then He restored

them to life. For Allah is full of bounty to mankind, but most of them are ungrateful.

4 Al-Taftazani, Mas’ud bin U’mar, Sharh al-Talweeh ‘ala al-Towdeeh, Maktabah Sabeeh, Egypt, 1, 401
%% Mustafa Zarqa, Fatawa
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Last thou not turned thy vision to the Chiefs of the Children of Israel after (the time of)
Moses? They said to a Prophet (that was) among them: "Appoint for us a king, that we
may fight in the cause of Allah."

Same can be understood from the other verses such as 2:258, 3:23, 4:44, 4:49, 4:60, 96:9,
96:13,107:1 and many more.

Also the Hadith has used the same verb in relation to fasting. In the following Hadith
actual sighting does not seem to be a goal. It is the certainty what matters.
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“We traveled with the Prophet (PBUH) while he was fasting. At the Sunset he (PBUH)
said, “Get down and mix the drink for us”. He was told what if we wait for the night! He
said, ’prepare the drink”. He was told that the daylight still seems to be there. He again
asked for the drink which was prepared for him. Then he (PBUH) said,” when you see
the night approaching from there (and he pointed towards the East), then the fasting
person should break the fast.” )
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In these Ahadith the word “Raa’ytum” is used by the Prophet (PBUH) in connection with
breaking the fast of the month of Ramadan. He said, “if you see the night coming from
the East”. If we were to take his words literally then we will have to go out every evening
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to actually see the night coming from the East to break our fast. Presently nobody goes
out in the evening to see the night coming from the East to break the fast. Muslims all
over the world just follow the astronomical calculations and know the timings of Iftar. At
the time of the Prophet (PBUH) Muslims did not have many choices. That is why they
adopted the most certain method available at hand. Currently the method has changed and
no jurist has any problem with that. Same is the situation with the Suhur or Imsak
timings. The Qur’an says:
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“And eat and drink until the white thread of dawn appears to you distinct from its black
thread; then complete your fast till the night appears”. Presently we do not follow this
text literally but in spirit by following the watches and calculated timings.

Furthermore, the Muslim Ummabh in the past many centuries had followed the shadow of
poles to determine the timings for the Zuhr and Asr prayers. The Prophet (PBUH)
himself stated to follow the shadow of the Sun regarding the prayer timings. Currently we
use the astronomically guided watches to offer the prayers. The argument here is not that
the prayers are connected with the solar system while the month of Ramadan is connected
with the lunar system. Our argument is that the authentic texts of the Qur’an and Sunnah
are being implemented in the spirit but not in the letter because following them in the
letter was not the objective of the Islamic Law. The objective of the Law was to realize
the goal prescribed by the Prophet (PBUH). For example, in the matter of breaking the
fast making certain that the Sun has set and the night has approached. In the matter
connected with Imsak it was required to ascertain that the dawn is there. In the Prophetic
times the same objective was achieved through the means available to them. The same
objectives are currently achieved through the astronomical calculations and the entire
Ummah has agreed upon the use of these astronomical calculations in the matters of Din
which in turn are connected with the obligatory acts of fasting and praying. The
objectives are constants while the means are variable according to the circumstances.
This is the true spirit of Islamic Law that it is flexible in the matters connected with some
means so that it can always relate to the modern developments and progress.

Some contemporary Muslims argue that the Islamic Law has also fixed the means to
achieve Islamic goals such as Halal and lawful earning is a mean to achieve the goal of
feeding one’s family. A Muslim is not permitted to adopt an unlawful mean such as
stealing or robbery to achieve the above mentioned goal. Likewise the objective of
fatherhood or generational continuity cannot be achieved by unlawful means of adultery
or fornication.

The issue of feeding the family by unlawful means such as stealing or cheating is Haram
because Allah SWT has clearly prohibited against adopting such means in many verses of
the Qur’an and through the Prophetic narrations. Likewise fatherhood through unlawful
means is prohibited by the Qur’an also. “Do not even come closer to adultery” is the
Qur’anic dictum. That is why any such means will be prohibited as such because they are
made unlawful in themselves. There are different kinds of means mentioned in the
Qur’an such as the verse of Surah al-Anfal:
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“Against them make ready your strength to the utmost of your power, including steeds of
war, to strike terror into (the hearts of) the enemies, of Allah and your enemies, and
others besides, whom ye may not know, but whom Allah doth know. Whatever ye shall
spend in the Cause of Allah, shall be repaid unto you, and ye shall not be treated
unjustly.” (8:60)

Here Allah SWT clearly mentions the horses as one of the means of striking the fear in
the minds of the enemies. The Prophet (PBUH) explicitly asked for arrows as a source of
OWwer.
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“The Prophet (PBUH) said, “Certainly the might is consisting of archery; certainly the
might is archery.”

I’krimah, the famous first century exegete, explains the verse as clearly requiring the
female horses as the source of the aspired might.
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In the modern warfare we will look stupid if we will follow the same means of might
against the enemies of Islam. Those means were good to achieve the aspired goal during
those days but are not appropriate for the modern day warfare. Therefore adopting the
new means of tanks, missiles and combat air crafts to achieve the desired goal of power
and might will not be Haram but obligatory to adopt in our times. There is no Qur’anic
text that stops use of such new means and that is why it is obligatory to use them. Would
anyone insist upon using the arrows and the horses in the battlefield because Allah SWT
and His Prophet both have fixed the mean through the authentic Qur’anic and Prophetic
texts?
Likewise the astronomical calculations are a mean to achieve the aspired goal of
certainty. The Prophetic tradition prohibited it due a reason. The reason was that the
overwhelming majority of those times Ummah was unlettered in the matters of
sophisticated astronomical calculations. Same was the situation with the posterity of the
Ummah. The majority of the Classical scholars were absolutely right in rejecting the
calculations as these calculations were inaccurate and mostly done by the astrologists and
magicians. But the astronomical calculations in our times are no more the work of
magicians or fortune-tellers but the work of authentic scientists and astronomers who
base their knowledge on scientific observations and facts. The margin or possibility of

5! Tafseer al-Tabari, 10, 21
32 Ibid
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error in these calculations is almost close to zero. These arguments of inaccuracy and
magic were rejected by the Jurists even in the Classical times what about in the 21
century America where the science of astronomy has reached its climax. For instance
Zian al-Din bin Ibrahim Ibn Nujaim argues;
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“Ibn al-Shikhnah says that the magician and astrologist mentioned in the Hadith are the
ones who tells about the unseen or claims knowledge of the future. The statement of such
a person will not be accepted and approving such claims will constitute an act of
disbelief. But calculations of the moons have nothing to do with that. They are based
upon precise calculations and are not fortune telling or things connected with the unseen.
Do not you see what Allah SWT says in the Qur’an, “He prescribed for (the Moon)

computed stages so that you can learn about the numbers of years and calculations.”

Taqi al-Din Ali bin Abd al-Kafi al-Subki (683-756 AH), discussing the above quoted
Hadith puts the p01nt in the nutshell: o ..
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“It cannot be that the Shari’ah has categorically prohibited usage of astronomical
calculations. That is not the case. How could it be while the calculations are being used in
the obligatory as well as other matters (of Din). The oft quoted Hadith mentions writing
and calculations. Now, when writing is not forbidden how could astronomical

"’

calculations be!

In regards to the hardship argument it must be noted that presently we are living in times
where the entire world has become like a small village. In this age of communication
news gets all over the world within minutes but in seconds. Therefore, the argument of
hardship leveled by al-Nawawi and others loses its ground. In reality it is the other way
around as Dr. al-Qardawi rightly contends.” Muslims all over the globe and especially in
the West suffer a great deal of hardships due to uncertainties connected with actual
sighting. Some of them wait till midnight just to start their Tarawih prayers or decide
about their Eid prayers. There are many hardships for the working class as well as for the
Muslim students. Therefore, dependence upon the method of actual sighting rather than
the astronomical calculations is the source of hardships in our times.

>3 Ibn Nujaim, Zain al-Din bin Ibrahim, al-Bahr al-Raiq Sharh Kanz al-Daqa’iq, Dar al-Kitab al-Islami
Vol: 2, P: 284

5% Al-Subki, Tagqi al-Din, Fatawa al-Subki, Dar al-Ma’arif, Vol: 1, P: 211

> Fatawa Mua’sarah, Vol: 2, P: 212-217
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It is also a historical fact that astronomical calculations and their usage in the matters of
Din and Ibadat is nothing new. It has been used since long in determining the timings for
five daily prayers, for Suhur and Iftar timings, and also for the Qiblah directions. The
Jurists since the old times have not only accepted them without any problem but required
Muslims to learn about them.
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“The jurists have categorized the knowledge of stars into two categories. First is the
calculation of celestial bodies and their movements to determine beginning of the
months. The one who practices this kind of astronomy, is called the astronomer. There is
no disagreement among the jurists that such an exercise is permitted. It is allowed to learn
such a science in an effort to know the prayers timings and the directions of the Qiblah.
Actually the majority of the jurists (Jamhur) are of the opinion that such a knowledge is
obligatory to be sought by a number of Muslims at all times. Ibn A’bideen in his
Hashiyah says that “astronomical calculations are Islamically approved”. That is what the
Qur’an precisely says that “the Sun and the Moon follow meticulous calculations.” The
jurists have allowed depending upon calculations in relation to the timings of the daily
prayers as well as directions of the Qiblah. The astronomical calculations connected with
the new moons, lunar and solar eclipses are absolutely correct. Almighty God has fixed a
system for the celestial bodies and they always follow that system to the full extent. Same
are the four seasons. The aspects of nature that are continuously repeating themselves are
categorical in nature. Therefore, they should be relied upon in the matters of prayer
timings as well as Qiblah directions.”

And Ahmad bin Muhammad al-Hamwi, the known Hanafi jurist, has stated the same in
the old times: .
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“The calculations related to the new moons and eclipses are based upon actual realities
and experiments. They do not come under the category of prohibited acts by the Prophet

>0 Ibid, Vol: 14, P: 53
3" Al-Hamwi, Ahmad bin Muhammad, Ghamz A’uun al-Basa’ir, Dar al-Kutb al-A’ilmiyyah, Vol: 2, P: 66
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(PBUH). This argument is substantiated by the fact that the Jurists have allowed
knowledge of calculations when it comes to knowing the timings of daily prayers and
directions of Qiblah.”

Perhaps these are the reasons that Mustafa al-Zarqa is most amazed that a good number
of present day conservative jurists are so much adamant about not accepting the
astronomical calculations in confirming or negating the month of Ramadan while they are
using the same calculations in acts of worship which are far more important in
significance as well as frequency such as daily prayers. The classical jurists were
rightfully correct in their stance against these calculations during their times. The science
had not reached in their times to the levels of authenticity and certainty where it is now a
days in our times. They could have not based important acts of worship such as the
fasting of the month of Ramadan upon the calculations which were not hundred percent
precise. Are we going to drag their opposition to the calculations to the times where the
reason for which they adopted such a view is no more existent? The cause and effect
always go hand in hand. If the cause is no more existent the effect must also go away.”®

Weakness of Ikmal or Completing 30 Days Argument:

Completing 30 days in case of cloudy weather is mostly the agreed upon position among
the majority of classical scholars but, again, it is not the only categorical stance accepted
by the Ummah. Leading authorities such as Ibn U’mar, Imam Ahmad and others are
reported to have started Ramadan and its fasting on the 29" day of Sha’ban if it was
cloudy and not completed 30 days of Sha’ban, as most of the narrations report the
Prophet (PBUH) requiring by the phrase:
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Irony is that Ibn Umar himself is the original narrator of most of these Prophetic reports.
In reality the picture comes out quite differently when we go in to the detailed discussion
and analysis of such Prophetic narrations. In the following few pages I will try to analyze
some of these reports in an effort to prove that no such consensus exists even when it
comes to the completion part of our subject of discussion. There are a number of
difficulties involved in the completion portion of these Ahadith. These difficulties can be
appreciated only when we study these reports in depth and compare the ending parts of
these reports with each other.

(1888)
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The Prophet (PBUH) said, “Fast with sighting it (Moon) and break the fast with sighting

it. Complete 30 days of Sha’aban if it is cloudy.”
(2469)

58 Al-Zarqa, Fatawa, 157-159
%% Al-Bukhari
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The Prophet (PBUH) said, “Fast with sighting it (Moon) and break the fast with sighting
it. Count 30 days if the month is concealed from you (being cloudy).”

It is pertinent to note that the beginning part of these reports is quite consistent in almost
all the Ahadith but the completion part has quite a big array of variety. It seems that in
the completion portion of the Ahadith some how the reporters are explaining something
rather than just reporting the exact words of the Prophet (PBUH). Some of these reports
are not as authentic as it seems to be.

In the above quoted two Ahadith it is important to notice that Bukhari and Muslim both
are narrating from Abu Hurayrah through Muhammad bin Ziyad. The first part of the
Hadith is the same in both the narrations but the ending parts are different. The Bukhari
narrates:
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And, the Muslim narrates:
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The verb used by al-Bukhari is sSile (& (obscured from you) while al-Muslim used a
little different construction which is el 2&ile “& (if the month is obscured from you).
Secondly, al-Bukhari narrated o Ola 83 15kSlé (complete counting 30 days of
Sha’aban) and al-Muslim narrated «O8%6 1538 (“then count 30”), without using the
phrase of al-Bukhari “then complete 30 days of Sha’aban”). It is also a fact that some of
these narrations require completing 30 days of Sha’ban only while the others require so
for the month of Ramadan also.

Imam Ahmad has reported a number of these narrations:
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The Prophet (PBUH) said, “Fast with sighting it (Moon) and break the fast with sighting

it. Complete 30 days (of Sha’aban) if the clouds come between you and the Moon. And

do not start the month ahead of time.” Hatim said it means, “counting 30 days of

Sha’aban.”

Here Hatim seems to be giving his interpretation of the Hadith also.
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“Start fasting by sighting it and break the fast by sighting it. Complete the counting if the
cloud cover it and the month is 29 days i.e., it is incomplete.”
It is interesting to notice that the above quoted both narrations are from Ibn Abbas. Imam
Ahmad used the same chain through Samak and A’krimah but again the ending parts of
the narrations are quite different. In the first narration the ending part is:
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While in the second narration the ending part is:
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In both the above narrations the narrator is explaining the idea with the word “ =" “it

means” . )
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The above three narrations are quoted by Imam Ahmad from Abu Hurayrah, two through
Muhammad bin Ziyad and one through A’ta. Interestingly enough the ending parts of the
narrations are also different from al-Bukhari who uses narration from Abu Hurayrah
through Muhammad bin Ziyad also: Al-Bukhari’s version is:
€O Gl 330 ) 5lsls aSile (2 8. The verb is “ghubbiya” instead of “ghumma” and it is
“akmilu a’iddata Sha’aban thaltheen” instead of Ahmad’s rendering which is “akmilu al-
a’dada thalatheen™ or “fa’uddu thalatheen.”

Further more, in Ahmad the above three narrations from Abu Hurayrah also show a little
more variance. In the first two the (53 5221 | LSlé portion is common while the first report
says gl aSile a& (8 while the second one just brings sSile o2 4, The difference between
the second and the third report is that the second report brings the rendering 33l | LSl
(526 while the third report brings (536 ) 5228 while both of them use the phrase «Sile a2 (18
e o8]l e ol LSue o ol S o &1 e UiSi> — (9728)
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“The Prophet said, “Do not fast until you see the Crescent and do not break the fast until
you see the Crescent. And said,” Fast by seeing it and break the fast by seeing it. If the
confusion takes place then count 30 days.” Shua’bah said to the best of my knowledge he
said “Do not fast until you see the Moon and do not break the fast until you see the
Moon.”

Shu’abah’s comments at the end of this narration are not clear when he says “he said”.
Who is “he” referring to? Is he referring to the Prophet (PBUH) or to Muhammad bin
Ziyad or to Abu Hurayrah?

Shu’abah’s comments that to the best of my knowledge he said, “Do not fast until you
see the Moon and do not break the fast until you see the Moon”, also clearly indicate that
perhaps he is aware of the difference in various narrations when it comes to the ending
part of these Ahadith. The beginning portion both positive and negative rendering seems
to be agreed upon while the ending part is some what problematic in that it is different in
different narrations and most of these narrations do not agree with Al-Bukhari’s rendering
but do agree to a greater extent with al-Muslim.

The following narrations present additional variations in the text of these reports.
LUdus :JLS oun b2 i oliS @ gbdoudl gois odsy dl e JLS
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The Prophet said, “Do not start Ramadan a day or two ahead of time (except that if it
coincides with one’s routinely observed days of fasting), observe fasting with sighting it
(Moon) and break fasting by sighting it. Count 30 days if it is cloudy then break the fast.”
“The use of the phrase “Ulbas) 22 in the above narration indicates that the narrator is
explaining something or giving his personal understanding of the issue and not just
confined to transmitting the original text as it is. Moreover, this narration adds that the
month of Ramadan should also be counted 30 days which is not the case in the previously
discussed narrations.
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There is a number of additional issues discussed in this narration. It addresses the issue of
fasting the day of doubt and uses the verb “l 15835 o)) 5. Instead of “Akmilu or U’ddu it
uses the verb Atimmu”. Finally, it clearly goes into the fighi discussion of whether the
month is confirmed by the witness of one or two Muslims. It sides with the jurists who go
by the sighting of two rather than one witness, as is the opinion of Imam Malik. Abd al-
rahman bin Zaid bin al-Khattab does not mention the names of the companions from
whom he is narrating. He just reports that he has heard some companions of the Prophet
and they had narrated to him.
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It is significant to note that although Muhammad bin Ziyad narrates it from Abu
Hurayrah, the same chain previously discussed in al-Bukhari’s narration, but the text is
not exactly the same. It adds the word “del” before “4aLs_ Y, uses the word “aSie a2”
instead of #Sile 2, and finally, uses the verb U’ddu thalatheen instead of al-Bukhari’s
version:
«OEE (las 83 1sLSW”, Tt differs from al-Muslim’s narration in that it brings “JMel”
before “aus ¥, the word which does not occur in Muslim’s narration. The second is it
uses &Sile a2 instead of Muslim’s el J&le e
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The use of the phrase “=” “which means” in this case indicates that the narration is not
the exact transmission of the original statement but somewhat modified version of the

original one. It also adds e 5 (13Sa 5 1 XSa 5 18 el 5,
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In this report the emphasis is upon completing 30 days of Ramadan rather than Sha’aban
as is the case with the above quoted majority of narrations. It also goes into the matter of
fasting the day of doubt or not. ]
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It is clear from the above narrations that there are number of additional alterations which
have taken place in the narration of the same companion from the same chain. All these
narrations agree upon the positive or negative formula of the phrase !s_kil s 455 )1 | 0 sy
«h5 ¥ and in the other aspects of the narration they differ tremendously. Some of the
narrators are not even sure of the names of the companions or at least they do not
mention the name of some of them as in the case of Hudhayfah, for instance in the above
narration by al-Darimi.
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I have brought most of the reports narrated in the known books of Hadith regarding the
issue at hand with the intent of showing the variety as well as the level of variance among
them. It is clear from the above quoted Ahadith that the first portion s _kil s 455 )1 1 sa sy
«hs ) is almost agreed upon while the ending parts of these Ahadith have quite
variations even with the same original narrator or with the same chain. Therefore, as Dr.
Ahmad Shafaat shows, that perhaps the ending parts and the “amount of variation in
language shows that transmitters of the Hadith are describing an idea freely in their own
words rather than attempting to transmit the Hadith with faithfulness to the original
words.”®! He also concludes that “Bukhari’s version is the result of some alteration

™ Ibid

7 Ibn Habban

% AlBayhagi

81 Dr. Ahmad Shafaat, “A Study of Ahadith About the Determination of Islamic Dates”, www.islamic
perspectives.com, October 2003, P: 13
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during the process of transmission.”®* It must be pointed out here that it must have been
an unintentional alteration as the sincerity of these scholars is beyond any doubt.

Completing 30 days of Sha’aban or 30 days of Ramadan, in case of obscurity, is the
adopted opinion of the majority of Jurists (al-Jamhur). In view of this majority, there are
only two methods of confirming the Islamic month i.e., either through actual Moon
sighting or through completion. It is quite pertinent to note here that the sighting portion
of the Ahadith is almost agreed upon (in positive as well as to a great deal in the negative
form also) while the completion portion of the Ahadith is the only part that presents a big
array of variations, as seen above. But these are exactly the same portions on the bases of
which the majority rests their case explaining away the more authentic rendering from
Ibn U’mar “fagduru lah’, as will be discussed in the coming pages. They contend that

meanings of the phrase+ ] | 53455 a<ile aé Lo in Ibn Umar’s narration are

“complete thirty days and not go with counting or calculations”, as the literal meanings of
the narration apparently dgmand. Imam al-Nawawi contends that:
: 4.4)..4 Lo L@_Ug L:ol_uSo g",tJlﬂ‘.al_»lg‘)_ll_» )Wl é.b!g
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“The majority (al-Jamhur) has derived from the above quoted clear and authentic
Prophetic narrations that completing thirty days and counting thirty days (are the same).
The 5 ,ili% phrase “complete thirty days” explains away the iiliisJiphrase “then
count or estimate it”.

It is pertinent to mention here that there is no consensus among the jurists even in this

LR

interpretation of “4 1 4,335l 3%"” as a leading authority in Figh, Imam Ahmad, argues

that it means “shorten the month.”
als Lasibs J_u.a- R .u.>| JUIS { 40 1,455 Ps_._n_c pe LI
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Al-Nawawi himself reports that Imam Ahmad and a few others say that the meaning is
not complete 30 days but “restrict it or shorten the month by considering the moon under
the clouds.” That is why Imam Ahmad contends that fasting should be observed the next
day, the day after the 29th of Saha’aban, if due to obscurity the Moon is not sighted on
the evening of 29™ of Sha’aban. Abu Dawud reports that such was the action and opinion
of Ibn Umar.
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8 Nawawi, Yahya bib Sharaf, al-Majmu’a Sharh al-Muhazhab, Matba’ah al-Muniriyyah, Vol: 6, P: 276
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Ibid
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“Ibn Umar narrates that the Prophet (PBUH) said,” the month is 29 therefore do not start
fasting until you see it and do not break fast until you see it. Count 30 days if it is
cloudy”. He (Nafi’a, the narrator from Ibn Umar) said,” that Ibn Umar used to ask people
to see the Moon for him on the 29™ of Sha’aban. If the Moon was seen, then well and
good. He would not fast if it was not seen and it was not cloudy or rainy. If (on 29" of
Sha’aban) it was cloudy or rainy weather, he would start fasting (the next day). He
(Nafi’a) also said that Ibn Umar used to break the fast with the people and not depend
upon these calculations (his counting).”

Al-Bayhaqi also reports the same:
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This narration is important from a number of perspectives.

Firstly, it is quoted to prove that Ibn Umar himself did not go by calculations. It seems
that some of the jurists have explained the sentence o lut! 1igs izls ¥, to
mean that Ibn Umar did not go by the calculations. This interpretation is incorrect.
Azeemabadi, the author of “A’own al-Ma’bud”, clearly shows that Ibn Umar used to
break the fast with the rest of the Muslims and used not to worry about his
calculations of the day he had started fasting for Ramadan. If Ramadan will be 29
days then his starting day will be the 30" day for him. If Ramadan will end up being
30 days then he will consider his first day as supplementary fasting for Sah’aban. This
is the correct interpretation of the above quoted phrase.

Secondly, this is the only narration from Ibn Umar in the subject of our discussion
which brings the phrase “CxiS% 41 155,%@ (then count or estimate for it 30 days). We
will later on see that this is the only narration from Ibn Umar that requires counting 30

85 Abu Dawud
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days in case of cloudy weather. All the other reports confine themselves only to the
phrase 41 15,38 and are explained by the Jamhur in light of this oddly attached report.
This narration contradicts itself. Ibn Umar’s action is posted against his own narration
that “complete 30 days if it is cloudy.” He starts fasting after completing only 29 days
of Sha’aban in case of obscurity in the horizon.

Ibn Qudamah argues that Ibn Umar has explained the true meanings of the Hadith by
his own action and that must be taken as incumbent as he is the original reporter of the
Hadith that requires us to estimate in case of cloudy weather and complete 30 days.
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“The meanings of “calculate for it” are to restrict the counting for it and Allah SWT
has said in the Qur’an “the one who sustenance was restricted” meaning decreased or
shortened and also the statement of Allah SWT that it is Allah SWT who expands the
sustenance for the ones He likes and decreases for the ones He likes”. Shortening or
decreasing in case of cloudy weather will mean to make the month of Sha’aban 29
days. Ibn Umar has explained the meanings of the Hadith by his action. He is the
original narrator of this report and is better equipped to understand the true meanings.
Therefore it is obligatory to return to his explanation”
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“Abu Muhammad Ibn Hazm said, “This Ibn Umar who himself narrated that fasting is
not permitted until the new Moon is sighted then he himself does what we have just
mentioned.”

Is Ibn Umar going against the Prophet’s command which he himself is narrating by
fasting on the day next to the 29" day of Sha’aban in case of obscurities? It is reported
that many companions of the Prophet and their successors fasted in case of obscurities
0 as not to miss a day of Ramadan. Ibn Qudamah reports:
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% Ibn Qudamah, al-Mughni, 3, 7
7 Ibn Hazm, al-Mahalla, 4, 445
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“If any obscurity such a cloud or rain came between the new Moon and its sighting
then fasting is obligatory. This day will be accepted as the first day of Ramadan. There
are contradictory reports from Ahmad about this issue. The report which is reported
by al-Kharqi from Imam Ahmad is accepted by majority of the teachers of our
scholarship. And that is also the preferred opinion of Caliph Umar and his son
(Abdullah), Umaro bin al-A’as, Abu Hurayrah, Anas, Mu’awiyah, A’ishah, Asma’a
(the to daughters of Abu Bakr). Same opinion was held by Bakr bin Abdallah, Abu
Othman al-Nahdi, Ibn Abi Maryam, Mutarraf, Maymun bin Mehran, Tawus and
Mujahid”

Iman al-Nawawi reports that Imam Ahmad requires starting the month of Ramadan if
the new Moon was not sighted due to obscurities on the 29" day of Sha’aban. That has
been the opinion of 8 known companions of the Prophet (PBUH) and 7 of their
successors:
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Azeemabadi, the author of A’own al-Ma’bud reports:
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“Its meanings have been narrated from Abu Hurayrah and Ibn Abbas. A’isha and
Asma’a, the two daughters of Abu Bakr, used to fast this day. A’isha used to say, “It is
better for me to fast a day of Sha’aban rather than missing a day of Ramadan”. Abdullah

bin Umar used to fast the day of doubt if there were obscurities in the horizon such

as

clouds or rain. He would not fast if the horizon was free of obscurities and the people

were at a loss to sight the Moon. Same is the opinion of Ahmad.”

% Al-Mughni, 3, 7
¥ Al-Majmu’, 6, 460
% A’wn al-Ma’bud, V:6, P:457
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Some scholars have argued that Ibn Umar and others used to fast the day of doubt with
the intention of supplementary fasting and not as the day of Ramadan. This interpretation
is incorrect also. They used to fast with the intention of fasting the day of Ramadan as is
clearly reported from Imam Ahmad:

Tolaey g0 BT e dopo st
“It is obligatory to fast that day as the first day of Ramadan.”

The day of doubt is defined by al-A’yni as:

b wbdl duads ddl agadl ga JUdl pgog rgamdl dodeJl JLSE
ol Solgh 0oy5 Uty dgh ol Lohy auds Ly INY Db
2 agolgd oa,h Ggliwls ol da L

“The day of doubt is the day when people talk about sighting the Moon but its sighting
is not confirmed. For instance it was reported by only one witness and his report was
denied or two untrustworthy individuals reported and their witness was rejected.”

Thirdly, the report establishes a fact that the so called original narrator Ibn Umar
himself did not accept the explanatory note as “complete 30 days” but went against it
and fasted after the 29 day of Sha’aban in case of obscurity. How could someone
claim that there is a consensus among the Jamhur that “complete 30 days” is the true
meaning of the Prophetic phrase “count for it”. Actually there existed no consensus
even among the Companions or their successors that the phrase “complete 30 days” is
explanatory for the Prophetic phrase “count or estimate for it”. Had it been an
accepted norm as al-Nawawi and many others contend, then Abdullah Ibn Umar,
A’isha, Asma’a, Imam Ahmad and many others would have not violated it by fasting
after the 29" day of Sha’aban in case of cloudy weather.

Fourthly, this position of Ibn Umar and Ahmad of fasting on the cloudy day of 29"
without actual sighting of the Moon, categorically refutes the argument of the so
called majority (Jamhur) that either actual sighting by a naked human eye or
completing 30 days is the only prescribed method for confirming the month of
Ramadan as well as the other Islamic months. Ibn Umar or Imam Ahmad started the
month of Ramadan on counting the 29 days of the month of Sha’aban. This method of
confirming the month, in case it is cloudy, on the 29" day of Sha’aban is neither by
actual sighting nor by completion, but by mere “counting the days.”

Fifthly, there is a Hadith in Bukhari, Muslim and others that the Prophet himself
started or ended the month without resorting to actual sighting or completing 30 days.
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The translation is that“Umm Salamah narrates that once the Prophet (PBUH) took an
oath upon not seeing his wives for a month. When the 29 days passed he came to them.
He was told that you took an oath not to enter the home for a month. He said, “The month
consists of 29 days.”

He (PBUH) just counted the days and completed his month or started the new month
without seeing the new Moon. He (PBUH) did not say that I had seen the Moon and
none of his wives asked him that either whether or not he had seen the new Moon. The
Hadith does not say that it was cloudy that evening. It is also clear that the Prophet
(PBUH) did not complete 30 days. oy
G8 b oh I WSe oh SARD 48 papd 00 O pels i LW

@

b I G Lg_._ca_uu_‘;,o,u_l_wyu.cw,__n e gh dayle
UFUQWJM@MLAJJL}@AAO_’LM_)MP_” P_u,u_x_;u_n
Jeadl G LS 1hes J35 U 41 ALl a5 O Jads gl T
M Lo dusdes L de0
Muslim narrates the same report from a different narrator Anas bin Malik: )
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Abu A’isa (Imam Tirmizi) has authenticated this Hadith.

It seems from this Hadith that the Prophet (PBUH) determined the month just by
counting 29 days and not by actual Moon sighting or completing 30 days.

By now it should be clear enough that the claim that the entire Ummah or all the
jurists have a consensus that the Islamic lunar month cannot be determined without
actual Moon sighting or completion is not authentic and is simply not true. There are
many instances of practical exceptions to this rule as is substantiated by the above
discussed points.

Moreover, both of these interpretations “completing 30 days of Sha’aban and
Ramadan in case of cloudy weather”, the so called Jamhur’s opinion, or ‘“starting
Ramadan on the 29" day of Sha’aban in case the horizon is obscure”, as Ibn Umar and

%3 Bukhari
% 1bid

%> Muslim
% Tirmidhi



Ahmad contend, could lead to a number of practical difficulties of ending up fasting
sometimes 28 and sometimes 31 days of Ramadan in reality.

Dr. Shafat Ahmad has done a thorough job of analyzing these difficulties. He contends
that: “The words fa aqduru la hu were meant to say what they say: estimate the
duration. The actual method of estimation was left unspecified, since that would
depend on the available information and analytical tools, which can change from place
to place and time to time. However, people tried to make the phrase more specific and
establish a simple rule applicable in all situations. One simple way to do that would be
to give to the month a particular number of days in case of obscurity — 29 or 30. This
raised the question whether the same number will apply to both Sha‘ban and
Ramadan. The following four answers were possible depending on whether in case of
obscurity both Sha‘ban and Ramadan are taken to consist of 29 days or 30 days or
one of them is taken to consist of 29 days and the other of 30 days:

a) If there is obscurity on the 29™ of Sha‘ban, take that month to be 30 days and the
same is true of Ramadan.

In this case, you would never fast more than 30 days but sometimes you will fast
only 28 days. For, suppose that both Sha‘ban and Ramadan are 29 days but it is
cloudy on 29™ of Sha‘ban and clear on 29" of Ramadan. You will count Sha‘ban
as 30 days and in this way miss one day of Ramadan. But if the sky is clear on the
29" of Ramadan you will be able to see the hilal of Ramadan and therefore end
fasting, even though you fasted only for 28 days. In places like Caribbean Islands,
Trinidad, and Guyana where it is cloudy very often this process could lead even to
less than 28 days of fasting.

b) If there is obscurity on the 29™ of Sha‘ban, take that month to be 29 days and the
same is true of Ramadan.

In this case, you would never fast for less than 29 days but sometimes you would
fast 31 or more days or have ‘ld al-Fitr in Ramadan. For suppose that both Sha‘ban
and Ramadan are 30 days and it is cloudy on 29" of Sha‘ban and clear on the 29"
of Ramadan. By the rule of restricting the month to 29 days in case of obscurity,
you will count Sha‘ban as 29 days and thus fast on the last day of Sha‘ban, but
since the sky is clear on the 29™ of Ramadan you will know that Ramadan has not
ended. So you will fast 30 days of Ramadan and one day of Sha‘ban, a total of 31
days. In case it is cloudy for several months leading to Ramadan you will need to
fast even more than 31 days.

¢) If there is obscurity on the 29™ of Sha‘ban, take that month to be 30 days but if there
is obscurity on the 29™ of Ramadan take it to be 29 days.

In this case you will never fast for more than 30 days but sometimes you will fast
28 days.
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d) If there is obscurity on the 29™ of Sha‘ban, take that month to be 29 days but if there
is obscurity on the 29" of Ramadan take it to be 30 days.

In this case you will never fast for less than 29 days but sometimes you will fast 31
dayS.”W

He makes a significant observation in the conclusion:

“Today we all assume (a), that is, in case of obscurity we should take the month as
of 30 days whether it is Sha‘ban or Ramadan. It would therefore surprise some
readers to hear that all of the above views have been held by Muslims. Indeed, the
differences in the various narrations of the hadith about starting/ending Ramadan
can be explained as attempts to reflect these interpretations.””

WEAKNESS OF THE IJMA’ (CONSENSUS) ARGUMENT!:

In spite of this overwhelming majority, there have always been voices of dissent among
the three schools of thought with the exception of Hanabilah (as will be seen in coming
pages). Known authorities in Hanafi, Maliki and Shafa’ee schools have argued against
the total rejection of calculations in establishing the commencement of Ramadan etc. It is
only the Hanbali school of Figh, especially in the classical period, which seems to be
enjoying a kind of consensus regarding absolute rejection of calculations in the above
mentioned matters.

A minute minority among the earlier jurists and an ever increasing number among the
contemporary jurists disagree with the notion of complete dismissal of astronomical
calculations. They, in opposition to the established opinion, argue that calculations are
definitive way of knowing the movements of celestial bodies and more certain than just
sighting the moon with naked human eyes. This group does not see any prohibition
neither in the Qur’an nor in the Sunnah manifestly banning usage of calculations in the
matters of Din. They actually find support for their arguments from within the Qur’an
and Sunnah, in addition to resorting to scientifically logical arguments.

There are two main groups among this category of scholars. First group accepts
astronomical calculations only in negating the beginning of the month. That is if the
calculations prove impossibility of sight ability or negation of the birth of moon etc., then
they do not accept witnesses claiming the actual sighting even if the witnesses are
trustworthy righteous Muslims. This is an old trend among some of the scholars and can
be traced back all the way to the first century of Hijrah. Mutrrif bin Abdallah (a
successor, Taba’ee), Abu al-Abbas Ahamd bin Umar Ibn Sarij (D 306 AH), Tagi al-Din
Ali al-Subki (683-756 AH) since the old times and contemporary scholars like Sheikh
Yusuf Al-Qardawi, Director of the Center of Researches on the Sunnah and the Sirah,
University of Qatar, and many others have championed this position.

" bid, P:16
% Ahmad Shafaat, Ibid
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The second group permits acceptance of astronomical calculations both in establishing
the beginning of the month as well as negating or dismissing any claims to sighting if the
calculations prove the otherwise. This is a recent phenomenon among some of the last
century and contemporary scholars such as Dr. Muhammad Mustafa al-Maraghi,(Grand
Imam of Al-Azhar, 1935-1945), the celebrated Egyptian and encyclopedic authority and
1984 King Faisal International Prize winner, Shaikh Mahmud Shakir (1909-1997) ,
Shaikh Mustafa al-Zarqa (1901-1999), The Syrian-born judge, broadcaster, author, editor,
teacher and orator and 1990 King Faisal International Prize winner, Shaikh Ali al-
Tantawi (1908 — 1999), Dr. Sharaf al-Quda, a contemporary Jordanion jurist, and many
others.

Therefore, the claims of the Ijma’or consensus that actual sighting or completion are the
only two methods accepted by the entire Ummah are not based upon the historical facts
as we will see more details of that in the coming pages.

Moreover, there is no consensus among the majority (al-Jamhur) about the exact nature
of Moon sighting whether it is established through sighting of one or more witnesses or a
multitude of people. There also exist a host of opinions about the criterions and
characteristics of these witnesses whether male, female, slave or free. Yet there is no
consensus about the number of witnesses needed for confirmation of the month of
Ramadan and for the month of Shawwal.”

For instance, the Hanafi jurists require witness of a big number of individuals in case the
horizon is free from obscurities. They accept witness of one trustworthy Muslim if it is
cloudy and that is in the case of only confirming the month of Ramadan. '

The Maliki jurists require a large number of witnesses in case the horizon is free from
obscurities such as cloud, dust or fog etc., or at least two trustworthy Muslims or more in
case it is cloudy. They, unlike Hanafi Jurists, do not accept one witness in confirming
Ramadan or Shawwal. The Shafa’ee jurists accept one trustworthy Muslim’s witness in
case of cloudy weather or the otherwise. That is the case for both the months i.e.,
Ramadan as well as Shawwal. The Hanbali jurists accept one trustworthy witness in
conﬁrmin%) ]the month of Ramadan but require two witnesses in case of the month of
Shawwal.

The place does not permit here to go into the details of the issues connected with
methodology of sighting. It is sufficient to note that in spite of apparent claims of
consensus about actual moon sighting as the only way to confirm the month before 30th
of Sha’aban, there is tremendous difference among jurists in the details related to the
same subject. Therefore, actual sighting cannot be called as the categorically absolute
rule of Islam where there is no difference of opinion. The best it could be described is
that it is a Zanni or presumptive and not a Qata’ee or categorical matter in the Shari’ah.

% Dr. Salah Sultan has a wonderful graph showing these differences. See his paper presented to the Figh
Council of North America

19 See al-Zukhayli, Wahbah, al-Figh al-Islami wa Adillatuhu, Dar al-Fikr, P: 1651

"' Ibid, 1652-53
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WEAKNESS OF THE JEWISH ARGUMENT:

One of the leading reasons for rejecting the calendar based upon the astronomical
calculations, in view of many Muslim jurists, is also to oppose the Jewish community in
their adoption of a calendar solely based upon calculations. Many classical as well as
contemporary Muslim scholars quote the Prophetic narration that encourages Muslims
not to imitate Jews but oppose them in many of their religious customs and rituals. The
Jewish community had reportedly adopted the calculated calendar since the 4™ century
AD. Therefore, scholars like Ibn Tamiyyah and many others argue that accepting
astronomical calculations as the base of Islamic calendar will be nothing short of
imitating the Jews in their innovation and misguidance. Some contemporary jurists such
as Maulana Abdullah Saleem contend that the Prophet (PBUH) was aware of the Jewish
innovation and specifically commanded the Muslim community not to follow that path.
The Prophet said, “We are an unlettered nation. We neither write nor calculate.” This was
a direct reference to the Jewish calendar and calculations.

It is pertinent to briefly analyze and discuss the Jewish calendar and its history to dispel
the misconception that confirming the Muslim months by the astronomical calculations
will constitute a sharp deviation from the Prophetic Sunnah and an absolute imitation of
the Jews in their changing the Din of Allah SWT.

The Biblical month is a lunar month (EX. 12:2). The Hebrews had followed movements
of the Moon to determine their months and festivals since antiquity. The earlier
Synagogue had required human witnesses to actually sight the Moon for the purpose of
confirming the new month. The month used to be declared complete as consisting of 30
days instead of defective if no witness was brought on the 29™ of the month. The Talmud
tells that “The commencement of the month was dated from the time when the earliest
visible appearance of the new moon was reported to the Sanhedrin. If this happened on
the 30th day of the current month, that month was considered to have ended on the
preceding 29th day, and was called deficient. But if no announcement was made on the
30th day, that day was reckoned to the current month, which was then called full, and the
ensuing day was considered the first of the next month.”'?

Mishna and Talmud, the Jewish jurisprudential sources, emphasize upon the rule of
actual sighting in the following words:

“But if it is always defective, why should they profane it?1 — Because it is a religious
duty to sanctify [the New Moon] on the strength of actual observation.2 According to
another version, R. Nahman said: We also have learnt: ‘For the fixing of two New Moons
the Sabbath may be profaned, for those of Nisan and of Tishri’. Now if you say that the
Adar which precedes Nisan is always defective, there is no difficulty; the reason why
Sabbath may be profaned is because it is a religious duty to sanctify [the New Moon] on
the strength of actual observation. But if you say that it is sometimes full and sometimes
defective, why should [the Sabbath] be profaned? Let us prolong [the month] today and

102 The Soncino Talmud, - Mas. Sanhedrin 10b, commentary on verse 2,The Judaic Classical Library,
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sanctify [the New Moon] to-morrow?3 — If the thirtieth day happens to be on Sabbath,
that is actually what we do. Here, however, we are dealing with the case where the thirty-
first day happens to fall on Sabbath [and we allow the Sabbath to be profaned because] it
is a religious duty to sanctify on the strength of actual observation.4”'"

It is a known fact that Sabbath is so sacred to the Jews that profaning it carries death
penalty in the Jewish law. The Bible reports; “And the LORD spake unto Moses, saying,

3 Speak thou also unto the children of Israel, saying, Verily my sabbaths ye shall keep:
for it is a sign between me and you throughout your generations; that ye may know that I
am the LORD that doth sanctify you. '* Ye shall keep the sabbath therefore; for it is
holy unto you: every one that defileth it shall surely be put to death: for whosoever doeth
any work therein, that soul shall be cut off from among his people. > Six days may
work be done; but in the seventh is the sabbath of rest, holy ¢ to the LORD: whosoever
doeth any work in the sabbath day, he shall surely be put to death. '® Wherefore the
children of Israel shall keep the sabbath, to observe the sabbath throughout their
generations, for a perpetual covenant. '’ It is a sign between me and the children of
Israel for ever: for in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, and on the seventh day
he rested, and was refreshed.” (**31:12-18)

The Sabbath was allowed to be violated for the sake of giving witness for the actual
Moon sighting. There was a special Jewish court consisting of Rabbis which used to
verify these witnesses and announce the start of the new month. R. Gamaliel II. (80-116
C.E.) used to receive the reports of the witnesses in person. The Rabbis afterwards started
using the astronomical calculations to negate the months. The later portion of Talmud
reports that:

“When R. Zera went up [to Palestine], he sent back word to them [in Babylon]: It is
necessary that there should be [on New Moon] a night and a day of the new moon.5 This
is what Abba the father of R. Simlai meant: ‘We calculate [according to] the new moon's
birth. If it is born before midday, then certainly it will have been seen shortly before
sunset. If it was not born before midday, certainly it will not have been seen shortly
before sunset’. What is the practical value of this remark? — R. Ashi said: To [help us in]
confuting the witnesses.6 R. Zera said in the name of R. Nahman: The moon is invisible
for twenty-four hours [round about new moon]. For us [in Babylon] six of these belong to
the old moon and eighteen to the new;7 for them [in Palestine] six to the new and
eighteen to the old.8 What is the practical value of this remark? — R. Ashi said: To
confute the witnesses.” '

Rashi, the famous classical Jewish authority on Biblical and Talmudic exegesis, has
explained the above verses as follows: “(6) Because if the conjunction is calculated to
have been after midday and they claim to have seen the new moon before nightfall, they
are not telling the truth.

(7) Which would imply that in Babylon the new moon is not visible till eighteen hours
after its birth.

103 Ibid, Mas. Rosh HaShana, 20a, 1-4

194 Ibid, Mas. Rosh HaShana, 20b, 5-8'% Ibid
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(8) Which would imply that in Palestine the new moon is visible six hours after its
birth.”los

Later on the testimony gave way to mere calculations though not without controversy as
the Jewish Encyclopedia reports:

“Under the patriarchate of Rabbi Judah III., (300-330), the testimony of the witnesses
with regard to the appearance of the new moon was received as a mere formality, the
settlement of the day depending entirely on calculation. This innovation seems to have
been viewed with disfavor by some members of the Sanhedrin, particularly Rabbi Jose,
who wrote to both the Babylonian and the Alexandrian communities, advising them to
follow the customs of their fathers and continue to celebrate two days, an advice which
was followed, and is still followed, by the majority of Jews living outside of Palestine.”
106

There were two practical problems that demanded dependence upon the calculations
instead of practical Moon sighting. The first problem lied in the fact that the Bible
connected the Jewish festivals and holidays with certain crops and seasons. There were
times when the lunar dates of holidays used to fall in a wrong season when the crops and
fruits required for the rituals were not ready. The Rabbis were forced to introduce
intercalation to avoid the Jewish festivals occurring in a wrong season. The Jewish
Encyclopedia explains: “It thus seems plain that the Jewish year was not a simple lunar
year; for while the Jewish festivals no doubt were fixed on given days of lunar months,
they also had a dependence on the position of the sun. Thus the Passover Feast was to be
celebrated in the month of the wheat harvest (3a&), and the Feast of Tabernacles, also
called A'®®1 30 took place in the fall. Sometimes the feasts are mentioned as taking place
in certain lunar months (Lev. xxiii.; Num. xxviii., xxix.), and at other times they are fixed

in accordance with certain crops; that is, with the solar year.” 107

The exegetes of Talmud report the reasons for an intercalation as follows:

“The solar year which consists of three hundred and sixty-five and a quarter days is
divided into four equal parts, each period consisting of ninety-one days and seven and a
half hours. These are called respectively the Nisan (vernal), Tammuz (summer), Tishri
(autumnal), Tebeth (winter) Tekufoth. The lunar year which forms the basis of our
calendar comprises altogether three hundred and fifty-four days. Though according to
Biblical tradition our months are to be lunar (cf. Ex. XII, 2), yet our Festivals are to be
observed at certain agricultural seasons; Passover and Pentecost in the Spring;
Tabernacles, or Feast of Ingathering, in the autumn. In order to harmonise the lunar and
solar years, a second Adar is intercalated once in two or three years. Our text lays down
certain principles by which the Intercalators are to be guided.”'"®

It is clear that in the later periods of Jewry the astronomical calculations were used not to
determine or negate the new month in its relation to the new Moon but in its relation to

106 Encyclopedia Judaica, Online Edition, “Calendar”
107 .

Ibid
1% Mas. Sanhedrin, 12b, commentary to verse 33
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the holidays and seasons in which these holidays must fall. This point is amply made
clear by the Talmud as the contemporary exegetes explain; “The Jewish year consists
ordinarily of twelve lunar months (v. n. 5). In order to prevent the festivals from falling in
the wrong seasons, it was necessary periodically to adjust the lunar calendar to the solar
year: thlig9was achieved by introducing an intercalary month (Adar II) between Adar and
Nisan.”

Therefore, the Jewish calendar became a solo lunar calendar instead of just the lunar
calendar dependent solely upon the birth or sighting of the new Moon. The Talmud
explains that “The Jewish Calendar, while being lunar, takes cognisance of the solar
system to which it is adjusted at the end of every cycle of nineteen years. For ritual
purposes the four Tekufoth seasons, are calculated according to the solar system, each
being equal to one fourth of 365 days, viz. 91 days, 71/2 hours. Tekufah of Nisan (Vernal
equinox) begins March 21; Tekufah of Tammuz (Summer Solstice), June 21; Tekufah of
Tishri (Autumnal equinox), September 23; Tekufah of Tebeth (Winter Solstice),
December 22. Should the Tekufah of Tammuz extend till after the Succoth Festival, or
the Tekufah of Tebeth till the sixteenth of Nisan, the year would be intercalated, so that
the festivals might fall in their due seasons, viz., Passover in Spring, Succoth in
Autumn.”'"°

The Jewish Sanhedrin also put the rules about when the intercalation is permitted and
when it is not permitted. “Our Rabbis taught: A year may not be intercalated except
where it is necessary either for [the improvement of] roads22 or for [the repair of]
bridges, or for the [drying of the] ovens23 [required for the roasting] of the paschal
lambs, or for the sake of pilgrims24 from distant lands who have left their homes and
could not otherwise reach [Jerusalem] in time.25 But no intercalation may take place
because of [heavy] snows or cold weather26 or for the sake of Jewish exiles [from a
distance] who have not yet set out. Our Rabbis taught: The year may not be intercalated
on the ground that the kids27 or the lambs or the doves are too young.28 But we consider
each of these circumstances as an auxiliary reason for intercalation.”'"!

The Sanhedrin gave the following three reasons for the intercalation. “Our Rabbis taught:
A year may be intercalated on three grounds: on account of the premature state of the
corn-crops;7 or that of the fruit-trees;8 or on account of the lateness of the Tekufah9 Any
two of these reasons can justify intercalation, but not one alone. All, however, are glad
when the state of the spring-crop is one of them.”'"?

It seems obvious that here the process of calculation and intercalation is arbitrary. It gives
a lot more significance to the holidays, crops, fruits, seasons and many other such
external factors rather than the actual new Moon itself contrary to the Islamic calendar
which is solely based upon the new Moon itself. Consequently the fixation of the Jewish
calendar through calculations is quite different than fixing the Islamic calendar based
upon the astronomical calculations which determine the actual birth of the new Moon.

19 Mas. Chagigah, 14a, commentary to verse 43
10 Mas. Sanhedrin, 11b, commentary to verse 9
"' Ibid, 11a, 22-29

"2 1bid, 11b, 7-10
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The Jewish calendar is drastically independent of that factor as is clear from the
following Talmudic explanation. “The average year has six months of thirty days each,
and six of twenty-nine days each. For there are about twenty-nine and one half days
between one new moon and the other, whence a month of thirty days, to restore the
balance, must be followed by one of twenty-nine days. However, there are more then
twenty-nine and one half days between one new moon and the other, approximately
twenty-nine days, twelve hours and forty minutes; furthermore, there are other causes
influencing the fixing of the calendar, as the result of which the arrangement of six full
and defective months undergoes certain variations, so that one year might have a larger
number of full, the other more than the half of defective months. In the time of the
Mishnah the Sanhedrin decreed the beginning of the new months on the basis of the
testimony of witnesses who had actually seen the new moon. But even then conditions
would arise (such as non-visibility of the new moon, due to cloudy weather) when the
Sanhedrin would be guided by its own astronomical calculations. For such a decree the
principlelgas adopted that no year may have more than eight, nor less than four full
months.”

There was another problem. The civil calendars were fixed by the local civil authorities.
Quite often these civil authorities were very intolerant to the Jewish community. At times
the conflict in the Jewish holidays and the civil holidays lead to Jewish persecutions by
the local authorities. Therefore intercalation was introduced to avoid conflict with the
civil calendar and the ensuing Jewish persecutions. The Jewish Encyclopedia reports that
“Under the reign of Constantius (337-361) the persecutions of the Jews reached such a
height that all religious exercises, including the computation of the calendar, were
forbidden under pain of severe punishment.”'*

Consequently R. Hillel II (330-365) published rules of calendar computations and also
published a fixed Jewish calendar in 359 and modified it in 363 AD. The same fixed
calendar is presently being used by the Jewish community all over the world.

Tracy R. Rich gives a summary of how the Jewish calendar is actually computed.

“The Jewish calendar is based on three astronomical phenomena: the rotation of the Earth
about its axis (a day); the revolution of the moon about the Earth (a month); and the
revolution of the Earth about the sun (a year). These three phenomena are independent of
each other, so there is no direct correlation between them. On average, the moon revolves
around the Earth in about 29’2 days. The Earth revolves around the sun in about 365%
days, that is, about 12 lunar months and 11 days.

To coordinate these three phenomena, and to accommodate certain ritual requirements,
the Jewish calendar consists of 12 or 13 months of 29 or 30 days, and can be 353, 354,
355, 383, 384 or 385 days long. The linchpin of the calendar is the new moon, referred to
in Hebrew as the molad.

13 Mas. Arachin, 8b, commentary to verse 10
"% Encyclopedia, ibid
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A new month on the Jewish calendar begins with the molad, (pronounced moh-LAHD).
Molad is a Hebrew word meaning "birth," and refers to what we call the "new moon" in
English. The molad for the month of Tishri (the month that starts with Rosh Hashanah) is
the most important one for calendar calculations, and is referred to as Molad Tishri.

Note that the calculated molad does not necessarily correspond precisely to the
astronomical new moon. The length of time from one astronomical new moon to the next
varies somewhat because of the eccentric orbits of the Earth and Moon; however, the
moladot of Rabbi Hillel's calendar are set using a fixed average length of time: 29 days,
12 hours, and 793 parts (or in Hebrew, chalakim). The amount of time is commonly
written in an abbreviated form: 29d 12h 793p. «'"°

Rich also explains the practical steps involved in calculating the exact dates and months
on the Jewish calendar. These are as follows:

1. Start with a known molad (and the corresponding Gregorian date, if you wish to
convert your resulting date to Gregorian).

2. Determine the number of months between the known molad and Tishri of the year

of the date you are calculating.

Multiply the number of months by the length of the molad: 29d 12h 793p.

Add the result to the known starting molad.

5. Apply the dechiyot (rules of postponement) to determine the date of Rosh
Hashanah for the year of your date.

6. To get the Gregorian date, add the number of days elapsed calculated above to the
Gregorian starting date. “''®

W

The Jews start their calendar with the supposed date of the beginning of creation as
reported by the Hebrew Bible. We are presently in the Jewish year 5766 (2006). It is
quite complicated to compute the Jewish years, months, days and the process involved
requires quite a bit of mathematical calculations rather than just the knowledge of
astronomical calculations. That might have been the reason that the Prophet of Islam
(PBUH) expressed that “we are unlettered people we neither write nor compute.” The
reference might have been to the sophisticated process involved in calculating the Jewish
new month and the year as seen above. The Prophet (PBUH) would have not depended
upon the Jewish community and their process of calculation to establish the Muslim
months. That is why he made the process simple by asking them to start the month by
sighting the new Moon as the Muslim community of that time was not well versed in
mathematical calculations. Moreover, he (PBUH) wanted to connect the commencement
of the new month with the birth or sighting of the new Moon and not with the crops and
seasons as the case seems to be with the Jewish calendar. He (PBUH) eliminated the
arbitrary interference in the time due to external factors and wanted the time to be
determined by the Moon so that the Islamic acts of worship fall in their proper time rather
than occurring in the superficially calculated time decided by the human interference.

'3 «“The Jewish Calendar: A Closer Look”, www.webmaster@JewFAQ.org
116 13
Ibid
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The Qur’an addresses this issue in the following verses.
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“Behold, the number of months, in the sight of God, is twelve months, [laid down] in
God’s decree on the day when He created the heavens and the earth; [and] out of these,
four are sacred: this is the ever true law of God. Do not, then, sin against yourselves with
regards to these [months]... The intercalation [of months] is but one more instance of
[their] refusal to acknowledge the truth- [a mean] by which those who are bent on
denying the truth are led astray. They declare this [intercalation] to be permissible in one
year and forbidden in [another] year, in order to conform [outwardly] to the number of
months which God has hollowed: and thus they make allowable what God has forbidden.
Goodly seems unto them the evil of their own doings, since God does not grace with His
guidance people who refuse to acknowledge the truth.” (9:36-37)

These verses refer to the arbitrary intercalation of the polytheists of Arabia in the months
and the years as most exegetes have reported.'’” They used to postpone, calculate the
months and name or re-name the months in accordance with their political, economic and
military situations. The Qur’an categorically rejected such an idea and brought the time
back to its original form. The Prophet (PBUH) openly emphasized this fact in his Last
Sermon when he said, “Today, certainly the time has returned to its original form as God
had created it to be at the times of creation of the heavens and the earth.”

It is obvious from the above details that following the astronomical calculations to
determine the birth or visibility of the new Moon will not constitute an imitation of the
Jewish calendar. The process does share some elements of the Jewish calculations but is
not identical with it in its entirety. The Jewish process is a lot more complicated and
includes many factors external to the Islamic process. The Islamic mowlad is different
from the Jewish mowlad. The Muslim calendar is purely lunar while the Jewish calendar
is lunisolar. There is a little similarity and that lies in trying to know the birth or
visibility of the new Moon through astronomical calculations. The rest of the factors are
quite different. That much similarity cannot be labeled as following the Jews in their
religious innovations, as some scholars hastily portray it. The same can be said about the
actual Moon sighting and requirements connected with the human witnesses. The Jewish
jurisprudence had required it since antiquity and some of the Jewish sects and scholars
follow that rule of actual sighting literally to the present times. Would observing the
Moon with human eyes, as many classical and contemporary Muslim scholars require,
constitute a Jewish imitation that will also be forbidden by the Islamic Shari’ah? I am
sure the answer will be no!

"7 See for details Muhammad Asad, the Message of the Qur’an
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WEAKNESS OF THE LINGUISTIC ARGUMENT":

The definition of “Hilal” as a new Moon of the first two or three nights of the month is
based upon cultural meanings and not upon the linguistic roots of the word Hilal. The
original linguistic meanings of the word “Hilal” are not intrinsically bound to the light or
appearance. The word “Hilal” is derived from the Arabic root “Hallala.” ITbn Manzur
explains the meanings of that root in the following words:
Jla
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The extreme pouring down rain is the root of this word. The first pour of rain is called
“Hilal”. It is said that Hilal is “what you receive the first from that rain.” Its plural is
“Ahillah”. When the rain comes down with drops full of noise that rain is also called
“Hilal”. The root of the word “Hilal” consists of the two original meanings: the
beginning or starting part of something and the raising of voice.
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When the sky rains with noise or when the person talks with loud voice or when a
baby cries with loud voice all these are referred to with the same root verb. These
linguistic usages coincide with use of the word in many Ahadith.
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18 Ibn Manzur, Ibid
9 Ibid
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Ibn Manzur, shows that the origin of the word “Hilal” is from “raising of voice”. The
same verb is used to define a person who raises his voice. Everything that makes noise
can be called “Muhill”. Ibn Manzur, after a lengthy discussion of the various usages of
the root word concludes that the origin of the root is from “raising the voice”. Ibn
Manzur concludes by saying:

i) gaal (928 5 il Y A M) ey s ombnd) il QB Maa gy odns a gy et Jgtue gl
21 a5 JLayy

“Abu al-Abbas said that the Hilal is named Hilal because the people raise their voices
to inform others about it (the new Moon). “

It should be clear by now that the original meanings of the word “Hilal” are connected
with the first signs of something and with the raising of voices and not with glittering
or shining of the new Moon. The new Moon was then called “Hilal” because it was
the first sign of the new month and because when it appears people raise their voices
to inform others about the arrival of the new month. There was no method available to
the people of previous generations except seeing it with the naked eyes. That is why
they defined it as something seen rather than known. Moreover, the above mentioned
two meanings happen only at the time of the first few days of the new month,
therefore, the new Moon was called “Hilal”. Had the name Hilal been given to the
new Moon due to light in it then the full Moon had more rights to be called Hilal than
the Crescent because it shines more and has more light than the Crescent.

Presently the new Moon without light can be called “Hilal” when the new Moon can
be determined by the astronomical calculations and the people can talk about it and
inform others about it.

Arguments of the Group that Permits Use of Calculations

This group of scholars argue that calculations are a definitive way of knowing the
movements of celestial bodies and more accurate than just sighting the Moon with naked
eyes. Neither the Qur’an nor the Sunnah ban use of calculations in the matters of Din, as
has been elaborated above. The Qur’an clearly states that the Sun and Moon have
precisely calculated orbits and they follow them meticulously to the seconds. geaiit|
OLsws yaill g “The sun and the moon follow courses (exactly) computed” (55:5)

120 Ibid
12! Ibid
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“And the Moon, We have measured for it mansions (to traverse) till it returns like the old
(and withered) lower part of a date-stalk. It is not permitted to the Sun to catch up the
Moon, nor can the Night outstrip the Day: each (just) swims along in (its own) orbit
(according to law).” (36:39-40)
The Qur’an also states that Allah SWT created specified orbits for the Sun and Moon so
that human beings can know the number of years and the calculations.
dde Jgadrdd JHiLio o yudg Iy il g s lawd peddl Jxe g g
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“It is He Who made the sun to be a shining glory and the moon to be a light (of beauty),
and measured out stages for it; that ye might know the number of years and the count (of
time).” (10:5) The theme that “ye may know the number of the years and the
calculations” occurs also in 17:12.

They also argue that actual Moon sighting was prescribed by the Prophet (PBUH) to
confirm the month of Ramadan as it was the only available method to attain certainty.
Sighting the new Moon is not Ibadah in itself. It is a mean to achieve the goal of
certainty, as was elaborated above. Now if the goal of certainty could be achieved
through a different and more accurate method, then, following such a method will be as
Islamic as sighting the Moon with the naked eyes. They believe that currently
astronomical calculations are more precise than the sighting method. Therefore, the
Islamic months should be confirmed by the calculations and not by the actual sighting.

The group permitting use of astronomical calculations quotes the following Prophetic
narrations to prove their point:
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“The Prophet (PBUH) mentioned Ramadan and said, ”Do not fast until you see the Moon
and do not break fast untll you see it. If it is cloudy then estimate it.”

2
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“The month (sometimes) is consisting of 29 days. Therefore do not fast until you see it

and do not break the fast until you see it. Calculate itif 1t is cloudy.”
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122 Al-Darimi
123 1bid
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“Do not fast until you see it and do not break the fast until you see it except that if it was
cloudy. Calculate about it if it is cloudy.”
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Al-Nawawi states that the jurists have given the following three interpretations of these
Prophetlc narrations:
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Imam ‘Ahmad interprets the Hadlth as demanding to start the month of Ramadan on the
29 in case it is cloudy as was discussed above. .
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Mutirraf bin Abbdallah, Ibn Sarij and Ibn Qutaybah interpret it as demanding use of
astronomical calculations when the horizon is cloudy.
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Malik, Abu Hanifah, Shafa’ee and the Jamhur say that one should complete 30 days and
then fast. That is, in their opinion, the meanings of estimation mentioned in the Hadith.
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The authors of Fighi Encyclopedia explain that:

" Tbn Habban

' Ibid

126 Tbid

127 Al-Bayhaqi

128 Al-Nawawi, al-Majmu’a, Ibid
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“This opinion holds astronomical calculations as genuine method of estimating the stages
of Moon. It has been attributed to Mutarrif bin Abdullah bin al-Shakhir from the
successors, Abu al-Abbas bin Sarij from Shafa’ee school and Ibn Qutaybah from the
Hadith scholars. Ibn Abd al-Birr denied that Mutarrif espoused such a view. He also
rejected what Ibn Sarij had attributed to Shafa’ee because it had been known that he was
with the majority (Jamhur) opinion. Ibn Rushd has narrated the statement of Mutarrif
that astronomical calculations can determine the new Moon in case of obscurities. He has
also narrated that such a view is attributed to Shafa’ee in one of the reports. The known
opinion from Shafa’ee is that fasting cannot be observed except through actual Moon
sighting or through witness of a trustworthy Muslim, as the majority of jurists contend.”

Al-Nawawi also tells us that, linguistically, the word used in the Hadith means estimation
or calculations.
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Linguistically and contextually the word in the above mentioned Hadith leads to the
meaning of 8% as Abu Sulayman Ahmad bin Muhammad bin Ibrahim al-Khattabi (d
388 AH) prefers, i.e., gives a sense of counting and calculation in case of cloudy weather
or lack of visibility. That is why scholars like al-Khattabi, al-Dawu’di and many others
take it to mean that if it happens to be cloudy on 29" of Sha’aban, then going with the
authentic astronomical calculations is not only permitted but required by the Sunnah.
Al-Baji reports that Abu Abdallah Muhammad bin Sa’eed al-Dawudi al-Zahiri had
leaned to such a meaning of the Hadith. . . o
|3)JJ ‘sl J |3)JJIJ TR RS U R B WO i Gl udl 4S3%
13175 135
Ibn Daqiq al-A’id reports that some Maliki scholars from Baghdad and some leading
authorities from Shafa’ee school have adopted this position especially in regards to the
astronomer himself. The astronomer is required to start fasting on the day his calculations
determine it to be the first day of Ramadan.
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129 Al-Mosua’at al-Fighiyyah, Ibid, Vol: 22, P: 32
130 Al-Majmu’a, Vol: 6, P: 276

B Al-Baji, Ibid, Vol: 2, P: 38

12 Tbn Dagig, Ibid, Vol: 2, P: 8
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Mutarrif has been reported to have said that the astronomer must follow his calculations.
Abu al-Abbas Ibn Sarij, the renowned Shafa’ee scholar of the third century (AH), has
taken the position that “calculate” is an address to the people who posses the knowledge
of calculation and “sighting” is for consumption of the common Muslims. )
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Imam Shihab al-Din Abi al-Abbas Ahmad bin Idris al-Qarrafi, a well known Maliki
jurist, narrates that the Maliki school permits use of calculations in determining the
month of Ramadan.
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Although this interpretation is at odd with the majority opinion, it is in line with the
linguistic meanings of the word “4115,3&” The same phrase is used in the famous Hadith
of Dajjal in which the Prophet (PBUH) informed the Companions that at the time of
Dajjal the real time would seem to be extending tremendously so much so that a day,
during that period, will be equal to a year, to a month or even to a week. The Companions
asked how to perform the five daily prayers then. In response the Prophet (PBUH)
replied, “41 1553 “ meaning do calculation for it.” There is no way to interpret the phrase
as 29 or 30 days or completion. It definitely means estimations. The Hadith is as follows:
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133 Ibid, P: 32

34 Ibid, P: 33

135 Abu Dawud, Hadith # 4317

136 Musnad Ahmad, Hadith # 17300
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Therefore, the interpretation of “al 15,380 as calculating the month or the stages of the
Moon is perhaps more appropriate than the other two interpretations. That is why some
known authorities in the three schools of Figh have no problem accepting the

astronomical calculations in this matter.

:cn. o

There is a single report from Hammad that Ibn Umar narrated from the Prophet (PBUH):
L0* ug_al l_uol sl l_uol MI 3513 (= uLa_»_Lm LSl —
).g.m_\l» P.Lug 4_»_Lc4ﬂ| TLfﬂL\H dg.w,) Judu ‘ ‘}.a.cu_:l Q.c yu
pe Ol b330 A5 aahal Y3 5355 S5 | sbead B Hbed gad
GOYS A0 505U e
This narration from Hammad (as discussed above also) is the only report which brings
the phrase” estimate for it 30 days” instead of “estimate for it.” It is an oddly detached
report. It has come through only one narrator and cannot be accepted against such a
variety of reports from Ibn Umar through Nafi’a, the golden chain, as the scholars of

Hadith name it. Ibn Qudamah observes that: ,
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“The report from Ibn Umar that “count for it thirty” opposes the other agreed upon
authentic narration from him. It also goes against Ibn Umar’s opinion and his Madhhab.”

Imam Taj al-Din al-Subki, a known Shafa’ee scholar, has discussed this issue of
calculations in great details. He categorically rejects even the trustworthy witnesses if the
authentic astronomical calculations negate possibility of sighting the moon. He
emphatically argues:
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7 Tirmizi, # 2276
138 Al-Mughni, 3, 7
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“There is another scenario and that is if the astronomical calculations prove impossibility
of sightability and this is known through categorical inferences such as the Moon being
too close to Sun at the time of Sunset, in this case it is not possible to see it with our
human senses because such a sighting is impossible. Now if one person or two or a group
of untrustworthy individuals come up with the witness that they had sighted it, their
witness must be rejected. Because the astronomical calculations are precise and the
human witness and news is hypothetical and the hypothetical cannot be accepted against
something categorical rest aside given priority over it. For a witness to be accepted it is
required that what is being witnessed about is possible Islamically (legally), logically and
sensually. Therefore, if the astronomical calculations prove impossibility of sightablity it
would be impossible to accept any claim of that Islamically because what is being
witnessed is not there and Islamic Shari’ah does not come up with something self-
contradictory and impossible in itself.”

His main argument is that the astronomical calculations are precisely accurate while there
is always possibility of confusion, mix up or mistake in the matters of sighting with
human eyes. Therefore, the Shari’ah would not prefer a probable method over a certain
and accurate method.

He further argues that the Shari’ah did not require us just to accept the news of human
sighting whether true or false. We cannot base our acts of fasting just on the claims of the
witnesses. The Shrari’ah did not ask for that. Verification of the news is a must. How
many times we have seen people giving false witnesses some times un-intentionally and
at times intentionally due to some hidden motives. He statgs:
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He advises the authorities to take the astronomical calculations into considerations,
especially in negating the witnesses who claim sighting the Moon when the astronomical
calculations prove the otherwise. He also advises not to give too much attention to the
views that prohibit use of calculations in the matters of Din. According to al-Subki, the
Sharia’h has not forbidden calculations at all.

139 Al-Subki, Ibid, Vol: 1, P: 209
140 Ibid
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“It is obligatory upon the ruler not to accept the witness of such people if he knows by
himself or through a trustworthy person that the calculations prove impossibility of actual
sighting. He should neither accept such a witness nor give any ruling based upon such a
claim. The month should be considered continuing until the otherwise is proven, as the
Shari’ah requires. And we do not say that the Shari’ah has abolished use of astronomical
calculations at all.”
Al-Subki is careful enough to differentiate between the categorically precise calculations
and the ones based upon anticipation or probability. He asks the judges to use their sense
of judgment when the calculations are probable.
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“There are many types of calculations. We have no doubt in our mind that the human
witness cannot be accepted against accurately precise calculations. But when the
calculations are not certain but probable, then weight should be given to the human
witness and his capability of sighting such as strength of vision etc.... In such a case the
judge must use his judgment to the best of his ability.”

He concludes that calculations are more certain that the human eyes and that probability
of mistake is greater in the second case in contras} to the ﬁrst case, 1.¢., calculations.
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Al-Subki knew that this issue had not been discussed in such detalls in his Madhhab or
before his times but he felt comfortable saying what he had concluded based upon his
deep understanding of the issue at hand. ]
Wumg,wwwuwuwu o:\.».\.a_’;P_’a,
M gedBll LiSe (& 44830 ghill JLad
Al-Subki seems to be quite ahead of his times and seems to have generated a heated
debate on the issue of calculations with some scholarly individuals. He is considered a

41 Ibid, P: 209
2 Ibid, 210-211
43 Ibid, 210

4 Ibid, 211
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Mujtahid of his Madhhab. He interestingly concludes the discussion with the following
comments: ] . ]
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“Some recklessly ignorant may have hesitation in accepting what we have said. He might
see it abhorrent to resort to calculations in its entirety or partially and may be stuck with
the idea that whatever is witnessed by two people is proven. No conversation can take
place with such a rigid person. We are talking to the ones who at least enjoy the basic

logic. We cannot talk to the ignorant ones.”

Dr. al-Qardawi ponders what would have been the opinion of Imam al-Subki regarding
astronomical calculations and their authenticity in the matters of even Ibadat, had he seen

the scientific revolutions of our times.
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Other scholars such al-A’bbadi and Ibn Dagqiq are also reported to have agreed with al-
Subki on this issue. Al-Ansari, Zakariyya bin Muhammad reports: )
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“Al-Abbadi said that the witness of even trustworthy would not be accepted if the
accurate astronomical calculations refute possibility of sight ability. Their witnesses must
be rejected due to the calculations and fasting would not be allowed in such a case.
Opposing this would be nothing short of stubbornness and haughtiness.”
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Al-Qalyubi narrates: ) . .
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Ibn Hajar al-A’sqalani reports that Ibn Daqiq al-Eid said that if the astronomical
calculations established the fact that the Moon is there and can be sighted but the cloudy
weather came between it and sighting it, in this case the fasting will become obligatory.
This constitutes a valid Islamic reason to follow the calculations.

3 1bid, 217

146 Al-Qardawi, Yusuf, Fatawa Mua’sarah, Dar al-Qalam, Vol: 2, 222

147 Al-Ansari, Zakariyya bin Muhammad, al-Ghurar al-Bahiyyah fi Sharh al-Bahjah al-Wardiyyah,
Maktabah al-Maimaniyyah, Vol: 2, P: 205

148 Al-Qalyubi, Ahmad Salamah and Umairah, Ahmad al-Barlasi, Hashiyata Qalyubi wa Umairah, Dar
Thy’a al-Kutub al-A’rabiyyah, Vol: 2, P: 208
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Ibn Dagiq himse]f argues the same in the following words: )
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“If the calculations show that the new Moon is born and can be seen over the horizon but
could not be seen due to obscurities such as clouds then this makes it obligatory to fast.
This constitutes an Islamic reason to confirm the month (with calculations). And the
actual sighting is not a pre requisite to the fasting. There is agreement (among the Jurists)
that if someone was imprisoned in the basement and knew, either through completing 30
days or through estimation by following the signs, that the month of Ramadan has started,
then he is required to start fasting even if he has neither sighted the Moon by himself nor
was informed by the one who actually sighted it.”

Even some of the Hanafi scholars such as Muhammad bin Mugqatil and others not only
espoused the same views but they actually used to consult astronomers and accept their
calculations regarding the lunar months. .
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“Some of our scholars are of the opinion that there is nothing wrong in depending upon
the astronomical calculations. Actually Muhammad bin Mugqatil used to inquire
astronomers about the calculations and depend upon that if the calculations were agreed
upon by a group of astronomers.”

Abu al-Qasim Abd al-Karim bin Hawazan al-Qushairy (d 465 AH), the famous Hanafi
Jurist and a known mystic, like Ibn Daqiq al-Eid accepted the calculations to confirm the
month of Ramadan if it was cloudy. Being cloudy was a genuine Islamic reason to accept
the calculations. ) )
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Muhammad Amin bin Omar Ibn A’bidin narrates the difference of opinion in the Hanafi
School about the calculations.
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149 Al-Talkhis, Vol: 2, P: 360

150 Ahkam , Vol: 2, P: 8

51 Al-Hamwi, Ibid, Vol: 2, P: 65

132 Al-Mowsua’ al-Fighiyyah, Vol: 22, P: 33
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“There is a disagreement in regards to trusting the calculations. There are three opinions
narrated in al-Qunyah. Firstly the opinion of al-Qadi Abdul Jabbar and the author of
“Jama’al-U’lum” is that there is nothing wrong in accepting the calculations. It is
narrated that Ibn Mugqatil used to consult the astronomers and depend upon their
calculations if a group of them agreed upon it.”

It is clear from the above discussion that well versed authorities in the Shafa’ee, Maliki
and Hanafi schools of thoughts have espoused the view that astronomical calculations can
be used in some of the matters related to the beginning and ending of the month of
Ramadan. It seems that all the above quoted jurists have supported the usage of
calculations in negation rather than confirmation of the month of Ramadan. Although
jurists like Ibn Daqiq al-Eid and Muhammad bin Mugqatil al-Razi had allowed using
calculations even for confirmation due to cloudy weather.

Things are changing drastically in the modern times though. Among the contemporary
scholars Shaikh M. Mustafa al-Maraghi, Shaikh Ali al-Tantawi, Mahmood Shakir,
Mustafa al-Zarga, Saraf al-Quda and others argue that the modern science has reached to
such a level of authenticity and preciseness in the matters of astronomical calculations
that there is no more need of sighting the moon with the naked eye. The Sharia’h had
required sighting at the times when the Ummah was mostly unlettered and mostly
ignorant in the fields of astronomy and other sciences related to attaining the authentic
calculations. Now once we have reached to the level of certainty in such matters, we must
go with the calculations in determining the Islamic months without any need to resort to
actual sighting.

Shaikh Mahmud Shakir contends that the command to depend solely upon the sighting
came with a condition. The condition was that the Muslim nation of that time did not
know how to write or calculate. Hafiz Ibn Hajr had explained that by the following
words:
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“The reference in the Hadith is to the Muslims who were present with the Prophet
(PBUH) when he uttered these words. It covers the majority among them (that they were
illiterate) or it could be that the Prophet (PBUH) is referring to himself. The Arabs were
called illiterate because writing skills were quite lacking among them. Allah SWT has

153 Ibn A’bidin, Muhammad Amin bin Omar, Radd al-Mukhtar a’la al-Dur al-Mukhtar, Dar al-Kutb al-
A’ilmiyyah, Vol: 2, P: 387
'3 A’wn al-Ma’bud, 6, Ibid
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said,” It is He Who has sent among the illiterates a messenger from among themselves.”
This fact can not be refuted by the claim that among the Arabs there were individuals
who could write or calculate because the writing skills were very rare among them. And
the reference to calculation in the Hadith is to astronomical calculations. They did not
know much about astronomical calculations except a very negligible portion of it. That is
why the Prophet (PBUH) connected the ruling of fasting with actual sighting to avoid
causing any hardship to them.”

In view of this historical fact, Mahmud Shakir argues that it is an established rule of
Islamic jurisprudence that the cause and the effect go hand in hand. Now once the
Ummah has come out of illiteracy and started writing /calculating, the effect must also be
modified.
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“The Prophetic commandment asking to depend only upon the actual sighting came also
with the specified reasons for doing so elaborated by the same text. The specified reason
was that the Ummah of that time did not know how to write or calculate. And the cause
and effect always go hand in hand. Now, when the Ummah has come out of its unlettered
status and started writing and calculating, I mean that there exist a number of people
among the Muslims who know these sciences, and it has become possible for all
categories of Muslims to know the precise calculations about the beginning of the month,
now once the Ummah can trust accuracy of the calculations just like their trust in actual
sighting or even more, then it has become also obligatory that they follow the authentic
calculations only and not the sighting to confirm the month of Ramadan. The only
exception will be if the calculations were hard to come by.”

He further argues that the birth of the new Moon is the beginning of the new month.
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“Now once it has become obligatory to turn to the astronomical calculations only,
because the reason for its prohibition is gone, then it becomes obligatory also to turn to
the accurate calculations which are connected with the new months and possibility or
non-possibility of sighting. Therefore the precise beginning of the new month will be the

evening when the Moon will be setting after the Sunset even if a second after the Sunset.”

133 Mahmud Shakir, Awail al-Shuhuur al-A’rabiyyah, Maktabah Ibn Taymiyyah, see pages 7-17
156 13
Ibid
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He claims that starting and ending the Islamic months with the astronomical calculations
rather than actual sighting is the most appropriate Fighi position in our times and that is
in conformity with the true spirit of the Ahadith narrated in this matter.
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Shaikh Mustafa al-Zarqa, after a detailed discussion of the issue, concludes that there is
nothing in the Shari’ah rules which stops Muslims in our times from accepting the
astronomical calculations. He states:
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“It is an established fact that sighting the new Moon is not an act of worship in itself. It is
just a means to know the timings. It was the only mean available to the unlettered nation
which knew not how to write or calculate. Its unlettered status was the sole reason for
dependence upon the actual sighting. This is clear from the text of the Prophetic tradition
which is the original source of such a ruling. Islamically what stops us now to depend
upon the accurate astronomical calculations which can determine for us quite ahead of
time the beginning of the new month? No cloud or fog can obscure our knowledge of the
month then except the fog or dust on the intellect.”

Dr. Y. al-Qardawi, after elaborating a great deal on the subject, concludes that the Islamic
religion which prescribed sighting the Moon as a valid method to confirm the month of
Ramadan would definitely prefer to accept the astronomical calculations as a valid
method also because there could always be doubts or mistakes in human sighting but not
in the accuracy of the astronomical calculations. Therefore accepting the astronomical
calculations is exactly in line with the true spirit of the Islamic Shari’ah. The Ummah can
be spared of countless confusions and problems by following the calculations.
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“Currently astronomical calculations are a better mean to establish the months. It must be
accepted as it is a better choice than what the Sunnah has required us. In actual sighting
there is always room for doubt or probability and that is not the case with the
calculations. The Sunnah would not refuse a method which is superior and more perfect
to attain the desired goal than the sighting itself. Accepting calculations can bring the

7 Ibid
158 Al-Zarqa, Mustafa, al-Fatawa, Dar al-Qalam, 163-64
139 Al-Qardawi, Fatawa, Vol: 2, P: 215-216
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Ummah out of this severe controversy which takes place at the times of confirming the
month of Ramadan, Eid al-Fitr and al-Adha.”

Dr. Sharaf al-Quda argues that the texts (al-nusus) which permit usage of calculations as
a valid method of determining Islamic months do not differentiate between negation and
confirmation. They are generic in nature and hence good both for negation as well as
confirmation of the months. Actually, to him, the Hadith allowing such a usage does
prove confirmation rather than just the negation. He contends that:
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“The Islamic texts did not differentiate between confirming or negating the months with
the calculations. Especially the Hadith “if it is cloudy then calculate for it”, commands
confirming the month with the calculations rather than the negation. Scientifically it does
not matter whether we use the astronomical calculations for confirmation or negation.
They are precise and accurate anyway. Therefore it is preferred in our times to equally
depend upon the calculations for confirmation as well as negation of the months.”

Dr. Mustafa Abd al-Basit concludes that following the astronomical calculations was the
original intent of the Islamic Shari’ah. Sighting was prescribed for the times when the
Ummabh did not have the capabilities to know accurately precise calculations. The rule of
sighting must give way to the original rule once the Ummah has attained to the authentic
knowledge of the calculations. The Islamic months must be confirmed by calculations to
avoid the problems connected with the actual sighting."®!

In light of the above discussion one can easily conclude that:

1: The claims that a consensus exists among all the Muslim jurists regarding absolute
mistrust of the astronomical calculations, in all forms and ways, related to beginning and
ending of the Islamic months is unfounded, though the majority of Jamhur has adopted
that opinion due to the uncertainties connected with the calculations during their times
and due to the possible negative ramifications in other fields of Agidah.

2: There exists a group of known authorities in the three schools of Figh, with the
exception of Hanabilah, that has, from times old, argued in favor of accepting the
calculations in part or in totality.

3: That the modern science has attained such a level of authenticity in the matters of
calculations that achieving certainty about the birth, presence and non-presence of the

1%0 Sharaf al-Quda, a non-published paper on “Confirmation of the Lunar Month Between the Prophetic
Narrations and Modern Science”, a paper in Arabic read at the SSANA meeting in Detroit

161 Mustafa Abd al-Samad, Tahdid Awa’il al-Shuhur al-Qamariyyah, Islamic Academy, Villanova, PA, 54
onward



63

moon in the horizon etc., is not hard at all. This scientific method is definitely more
trustworthy than the efforts of human beings trying to observe the moon with naked
human eyes.

4: The number of scholars leaning towards partial or total acceptance of astronomical
calculations is increasing day by day due to the certainty, ease and also due to the
communal, financial and social benefits connected with it.

5: Some very conservative contemporary Salafi/Hanbali scholars such as Mahmud Shakir
have also accepted this point of view and actually advocated that this is the only authentic
and legal way currently available to follow the Sunnah. Mahmud Shakir has done so
since 1939.

6: The new Moon is just a sign of timings. It has a beginning and a clear end while going
around in its orbit around the earth. The beginning point is the birth point and is the most
certain point which can be determined months and years ahead of time with the help of
accurate astronomical calculations. Therefore, there is nothing wrong in accepting the
birth of the new Moon as the convention to start the new month. Actually this is the only
authentic and certain convention to determine the new month. Criterions of visibility are
not agreed upon even by the Muslim astronomers and scholars. Once it has been proven
that certainty and not the actual sighting is the goal of the Islamic Shari’ah, then wasting
our times on the issues of visibility and non-visibility will be fruitless endeavor. We
should take the birth as the accepted norm and announce the Islamic calendar long ahead
of time.

7: GMT is an arbitrary convention accepted by the international community to facilitate
the timings and dates. It has no Islamic implications what so ever. On the other hand,
Mecca, being the sanctuary of all the Muslims, enjoys a lot more significance than the
GMT. Therefore, Muslims should take Mecca as the Islamic convention to determine
Muslim months. The new month will start when the new Moon is born before Sunset in
Mecca and stays in the horizon after the Sunset even if for a small amount of time. The
whole Muslim world would have the beginning of the new Month within 24 hours from
the birth of the new Moon in Mecca.

Therefore, in my view, accepting the astronomical calculations in confirming as well as
negating the month of Ramadan is in line with the Sunnah and in no way or form
constitute any deviation from the spirit of the Islamic Shari’ah. In contrast, it is perhaps
the only method available at our disposal which, if applied in spirit, can realize the
Islamic goals of authenticity, certainty and unity. alef 4lli
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