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1. Why is Ramadan called Ramadan?
Ramadan is the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calen-

dar and lasts either 29 or 30 days, depending on when the
new crescent moon is, or should be, visible.

The Arabic term Ramadan connotes intense heat. It
seems that in pre-Islamic Arabia, Ramadan was the name
of a scorching hot summer month. In the Islamic calendar,
however, the timing of Ramadan varies from year to year.
This year Ramadan will begin at sunset on March 22, give

or take a day depending on when the new moon is sighted.
An Islamic year is roughly 11 days shorter than a Gregorian
year.

2. What is the significance of Ramadan?
Ramadan is a period of fasting and spiritual growth and

is one of the five “pillars of Islam” – the others being the
declaration of faith, daily prayer, alms-giving and the pil-

GETTY IM
AGES

The significance of

Ramadan

See RAMADAN, Page 5C

Mohammad Hassan Khalil Michigan State University | THE CONVERSATION

6 questions answered about the Muslim month of fasting

Asheville Citizen Times | SATURDAY, MARCH 18, 2023 | 1C
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Actor Michael J. Fox was only 29
when he was diagnosed with Parkin-
son’s disease. He’s now lived for over 30
years with the illness, making the best
of deteriorating health. With loving and
supportive family and friends, privi-
leged to have excellent medical care, Mi-
chael (I’ll use the familiar) helped form a
foundation that has raised over a billion
dollars for Parkinson’s research.
Though he’s had to retire from acting
and slowly drop beloved activities like
golf, he keeps his trademark humor in-
tact. 

In his 2020 book, “No Time Like the

Future: An Optimist Considers Mortal-
ity,” he draws from his characteristic wit
to blend the humorous with the poign-
ant and painful. Describing numerous
falls, injuries and serious spinal surgery,
he can be self-deprecating as well as
self-reflective. He knows his limitations
and continually learns from his disabil-
ity. Michael can be very insightful, with
lines such as: “The deliberation with
which I approach each day, each second,
each movement, each intention—can
literally slow me down to a crawl. All of
those seconds, all of those minutes, are
considered; I have a mini-conversation
with myself about my every move. I’m
taking my time. Time isn’t taking me.”

In a particular meaningful passage,
he describes his experiences in the
Kingdom of Bhutan. After a harrowing
flight over majestic mountains (“Flying
over the Himalayas is like housesitting
for God”), he enters the country where

happiness is highly valued. In the high
altitude he finds his symptoms aren’t as
pronounced and he settles into a “very
palpable sense of contentment,” joining
in several Buddhist rituals. “Although
I’m not a Buddhist or subscriber to any
particular orthodoxy, while in Bhutan I
happily and respectfully observe a
number of Buddhist [practices].” He
finds the silence of temples presents
him with an opportunity to experience a
new kind of stillness in mind even while
shaking in body and “possibly trans-
forming and changing on a molecular
level.” A depth of learning about the
world, and himself.

Following some major setbacks in
managing his disease, and recovering
from a serious arm break, he quips: “if
optimism is my faith, I fear I’m losing
my religion.” During a time when he is
forced to more deeply settle, to honestly
face his optimistic mantra, he finds his

mind is “muddy”; instead of using the
time to learn hard lessons, he’d rather
watch television. Instead of searching
for deeper lessons, he pauses: “I seek a
time-out.” 

One of the most perceptive sections
of the book leaps off the pages when Mi-
chael is telling the story of a family safa-
ri in Africa. When they encounter a
leopard on a tree branch with a fresh an-
telope kill, Michael looks up, gazing into
the eyes of the powerful animal, and
feels both danger and security among
others in the truck. Later in the day,
when the vehicle gets stuck by a water-
ing hole, Michael imagines a leopard in
the dark; a primal apprehension bites
him. Finally reaching the safety of
camp, he experiences some panic trying
to move in the dark of the tent, unfamil-
iar surroundings and furniture make 

Facing our leopards with the faith of a fox

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 5C



Asheville Citizen-Times - 03/18/2023 Page : C05

March 18, 2023 9:16 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

www.citizentimes.com | SATURDAY, MARCH 18, 2023 | 5C

Call to get started today!
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as low as 

$189/month!*

No Payments, No Interest until 2024**

There are many benefits to replacing your older windows. Not 
only can new windows help increase energy efficiency in your 
home, but they can also increase your home’s property value 

and enhance curb appeal. Get the most out of your home with 
new windows from Paradise Home Improvement.

|  Enhanced Curb Appeal  |  Increased Home Value

828-407-1095

even a nighttime trip to the restroom a
frightening trek.

While contemplating this day in Afri-
ca, Michael tries to tame the wild expe-
rience, to gain an invaluable insight. He
reasons these events “represent three
fears” present in his life. The leopard in
the tree is the fear you can see, you face
it and sense danger but “if you’re care-
ful, you will survive it,” and learn from it.
The leopard you don’t see could still hurt
you, but you may simply be imagining
something out there—fear of the un-
known. Finally, negotiating in the dark,
crossing “an inner minefield that you
traverse as you identify, accept and
process truths.” One truth he faces is his
aging and his mortality, that “we all
have an expiration date.” 

For Michael, the first leopard is Par-
kinson’s. He can see it and has to deal
with it. The second leopard is the fear

something is out there in the dark, ready
to pounce. The uncertainty of what may
be coming next, potentially harmful
events. The third leopard is the foggy fu-
ture, the vulnerability of the path ahead,
desperate to find a handhold, some sta-
bility: “I pray that I’ll find my way, how-
ever unsure I may be of the path.” 

The beautiful meditation Michael J.
Fox presents in this book is that al-
though we may have a personal opti-
mistic outlook—and we may need that—
it has to be honest, real, and not stuck in
an imagined idealistic future. This is the
young man who journeyed “Back to the
Future” to help his parents and ends up
learning as much about himself. 

Time, like life, is a gift. And so are
leopards. 

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. Chris and his wife, the Rev.
Carol Hovis, live in Asheville. His books
and blogs are presented on “Friendly
Freethinker” (www.chighland.com).

Highland
Continued from Page 1C

Get involved

Children whose parents are involved
in their education and school activities
perform better at school. But what does
positive involvement look like? It can be
instilling the importance of education,
asking questions about their activities
or advocating for the best teacher fit.
Parents can also volunteer for school
events, join the PTA, attend school
events and – for those low on time –
communicate frequently with teachers
and administration via email or online
systems that display grades and allow
message sending.

Student-parents can also advocate
for themselves in their own studies. 

Crystal Rainwater, graduate re-
search assistant, Kennesaw State Uni-
versity, contributed. Rainwater receives
funding from Kennesaw State Univer-
sity and DECAL. Allison Garefino re-
ceives funding from GA Department of
Early Care and Learning; BOOST ARP
grant. 

This article is republished from The
Conversation under a Creative Com-
mons license.

if a parent praises their child often, this
builds up “cash” for the times when they
must make withdrawals and reprimand
them.

Model time management

Children watch and learn from their
parents’ behavior. Student-parents can
model good time management strate-
gies and study habits while they do their
schoolwork.

Additionally, research suggests that
it can be mutually beneficial when chil-
dren and parents complete their work
together. Coworking alongside your
child can increase their appreciation for
education and teach good study habits.
The example parents set as hard-work-
ing students themselves, and how they
communicate the value of education,
can aid their child’s education.

Challenges 
Continued from Page 3C

“Parents can’t solve a problem that
they don’t know they have,” said Cindi
Williams, co-founder of Learning He-
roes, a nonprofit dedicated to improving
communication between public schools
and parents about student academic
progress.

A 2022 survey of 1,400 public school
parents around the country by Learning
Heroes showed 92% believed their chil-
dren were performing at grade level. But
in a federal survey, school officials said
half of all U.S. students started this
school year behind grade level in at least
one subject. 

At home, J. Ryan races through mul-
tiplication problems at his dining room
table. His mother watches as he lingers
for several minutes on a paragraph
about weather systems and struggles to
answer questions about the reading.

“Sometimes I can’t understand the
writing or the main idea of the text,” J.
Ryan said after putting away his home-
work. 

The struggles that brought J. Ryan to
the hospital for mental health treatment
began in third grade, when he returned
to in-person school after nearly a year of
studying online. His teacher called fre-
quently. J. Ryan was getting frustrated,
disrupting lessons.

J. Ryan displayed these behaviors

during English language arts and other
classes including Mandarin and gym,
according to his special education plan
shared with The Associated Press. He
happily participated in math.

Joseph changed her work schedule
so she could talk with teachers during
the day. The calls continued in fourth
grade. But Joseph said teachers never
mentioned his problems reading.

Last spring, she sought treatment for
what was becoming obvious: Her son
was depressed. She was teamed up at
the hospital with the parent advocate
who speaks English and Haitian Creole.

The advocate, Fabienne Eliacin,
pushed to get J. Ryan’s scores from the
tests given each fall to monitor student
learning. She explained to Joseph what
it meant to be scored in the 30th percen-
tile. It’s not good, Eliacin told her. 

To Joseph, it suddenly made sense
why J. Ryan was acting out in English
class. But why, she wondered, were his
teachers only focused on her son’s be-
havior if his trouble reading was causing
his distress? 

Boston Public School officials
wouldn’t comment on J. Ryan’s case.
“We are committed to providing families
with comprehensive and up-to-date in-
formation regarding their student’s aca-
demic performance,” district spokes-
person Marcus O’Mard said. 

Before this year, it was up to Boston
schools to share midyear evaluations
with parents, but it’s not clear how
many were doing it. In the fall, Boston

rolled out a communications campaign
to help teachers explain testing results
to parents as much as three times a year.

J. Ryan’s former teachers did not re-
spond to emails seeking comment. 

There are many reasons teachers
might not talk to parents about a stu-
dent’s academic progress, especially
when the news is bad, research shows.

“Historically, teachers did not get a
lot of training to talk to parents,” said
Tyler Smith, a school psychology pro-
fessor at the University of Missouri.
School leadership and support for
teachers also make a difference, he said.

That’s consistent with findings from
national teacher surveys conducted by
Learning Heroes. At times, Williams
said, teachers also “make assumptions”
that low-income parents don’t care.

Without these conversations, par-
ents have had to rely on report cards.
But report cards are notoriously subjec-
tive, reflecting how much effort stu-
dents show in class and whether they
turn in homework. 

The progress report for Tamela Ens-
rud’s second-grade son in Nashville
shows mostly As and a B in English, but
she noticed her son was having trouble
with reading. She asked to discuss her
son’s reading test scores at a fall parent-
teacher conference, but was only shown
samples of her son’s work and told,
“Your son is doing well.”

Her son’s afterschool program, which
is run by a nonprofit, tested his literacy
and math skills this fall and found he

was reading below grade level. He qual-
ified for their intervention program.

Metro Nashville Public Schools said
it posts student test scores online for
parents to see. “To our knowledge she
has not shared any of those concerns
with the school administration and if
she had, they would be able to share in-
formation about these resources,”
spokesperson Sean Braisted said. 

Ensrud has looked at the scores and
found them impossible to interpret. 

Many districts have poured their fed-
eral pandemic recovery money into
summer school offerings, tutoring pro-
grams and other interventions to help
students regain ground lost during the
pandemic. But the uptake hasn’t been
what educators hoped. If more parents
knew their children were behind aca-
demically, they might seek help.

Once Joseph and her advocate
learned J. Ryan was so far behind in
reading, they asked his school for small-
group tutoring, an intervention believed
by experts to be one of the most effec-
tive strategies for struggling students. 

But they were told the school didn’t
offer it. They moved him in November to
another school that said it could give
this help. J. Ryan says he likes the new
school, since they’re learning more ad-
vanced long-division.

Joseph isn’t getting phone calls from
the teacher complaining about his be-
havior, which she attributes to her son
getting adequate treatment for his de-
pression. 

Schoolwork 
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grimage to Mecca. Able-bodied Mus-
lims are expected to abstain from eat-
ing, drinking and sexual relations from
dawn to sunset each day of the month.
Many practicing Muslims also perform
additional prayers, especially at night,
and attempt to recite the entire Quran.
The prevailing belief among Muslims is
that it was in the final 10 nights of Rama-
dan that the Quran was first revealed to
the Prophet Muhammad.

3. What is the connection between
soul and body that the observance of
Ramadan seeks to explain?

The Quran states that fasting was

prescribed for believers so that they
may be conscious of God. By abstaining
from things that people tend to take for
granted (such as water), it is believed,
one may be moved to reflect on the pur-
pose of life and grow closer to the cre-
ator and sustainer of all existence. As
such, engaging in wrongdoing effective-
ly undermines the fast. Many Muslims
also maintain that fasting allows them
to get a feeling of poverty and this may
foster feelings of empathy.

4. Can Muslims skip fasting under
certain conditions? If so, do they
make up missed days?

All those who are physically limited
(for example, because of an illness or old
age) are exempt from the obligation to
fast; the same is true for anyone who is
traveling. Those who are able to do so

are expected to make up the missed
days at a later time. One could potential-
ly make up all of the missed days in the
month immediately following Rama-
dan, the month of Shawwal. Those un-
able to fast at all, if they are financially
able, are expected to provide meals to
the needy as an alternative course of ac-
tion.

5. What is the significance of 29 or
30 days of fasting?

By fasting over an extended period of
time, practicing Muslims aim to foster
certain attitudes and values that they
would be able to cultivate over the
course of an entire year. Ramadan is of-
ten likened to a spiritual training camp.

Besides experiencing feelings of
hunger and thirst, believers often have
to deal with fatigue because of late-

night prayers and pre-dawn meals. This
is especially true during the final 10
nights of the month. In addition to being
the period in which the Quran was be-
lieved to have been first revealed, this is
a time when divine rewards are believed
to be multiplied. Many Muslims will of-
fer additional prayers during this peri-
od.

6. Do Muslims celebrate the com-
pletion of Ramadan?

The end of Ramadan marks the be-
ginning of one of two major Islamic holi-
days Eid al-Fitr, the “festival of the
breaking of the fast.” On this day, many
Muslims attend a religious service, visit
relatives and friends and exchange
gifts.

This is an updated version of an arti-
cle originally published on May 22, 2017.
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