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RAMADAN REFLECTIONS

A guided journal

30 days of healing from the past, journeying with presence and looking ahead to an akhirah-focused future
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Introduction

Ramadan is one of the most sacred, most spiritual intimate months of the Islamic year. It is a month that teaches us so much about ourselves and our relationship to others, and nurtures the most important relationship of all – between us and our Lord, Allah ([image: ] subhanahu wa ta’ala – Glorious and Most High is He).

Allah ‘azza wa jal (Glory be to Him) has made it clear that this is a month to break away from the norm, to do things differently in order to attain taqwa – a state of being consciously aware of Him.

Becoming conscious of Allah changes a person both inwardly and outwardly. The heart softens, the mind’s thoughts develop an akhirah (eternal life)-focused clarity and the body submits and worships its Lord with deep devotion and love.

Ramadan Reflections is a journey within a journey. Divided into three parts, it encourages you to pay attention to the lessons of your past. It invites you to live mindfully and with presence in your present. It will assist you in planning an akhirah-focused future. Each part contains ten chapters, with each chapter representing one day of Ramadan. The chapter themes relate to my own faith and life as well as the lives of others. At the end of each chapter, you will find practical exercises designed to help you take what you have read deep within yourself so that this may manifest into actions loved by your Lord. ‘Let Your Heart Ponder’ is an invitation to be still, with powerful words that will focus your heart and thoughts. ‘Du’a Invitation’ is an opportunity for you to move your focused heart to speak to your Lord in sincere supplication. The ‘Journal’ sections include invitations to reflect upon particular themes and subjects, as well as to pen your personal thoughts in response to intimate journal prompts. At the end of each chapter, you are provided further space in which to write down your own reflections on the theme of the day and to allow for spiritual transformation to emerge.

Islamic terminology is translated in the first instance that it appears and a glossary for reference thereafter can be found at the back of the book. The term ‘revert’ refers to an individual who has converted to Islam. ‘Revert’ is used because it is the Islamic belief that everyone is born upon fitrah (the natural inclination to worship one Creator) and so those of us who become Muslim are simply reverting to that natural state.

On your very first reading of Ramadan Reflections, I encourage you to turn to each chapter on its designated day of Ramadan in chronological order. Yes, that means holding out until Day 1 of Ramadan before starting to work with this book! The Qur’an was revealed gradually so that we may internalise its messages slowly, with meaning. We are Muslim and human too. There is much benefit in slowing down on this journey to our Lord. Afterwards, on any subsequent readings of the book, I encourage you to dip in and out throughout the year depending on the needs of your heart and soul.

I also invite you to start each chapter with Bismillah (in the Name of Allah) and ask Al-Mujeeb, the One who responds to our du’a (personal prayer of supplication), to guide your mind and heart to take from it that which your soul specifically needs.

Our goal in the month of Ramadan is the same, and though readers of this book will read the same words on these pages, we all have a unique journey to the Lord of the Heavens and Earth. My du’a for you is that you are guided to a reading where Allah brings individualised meaning and lessons just for you.

There is a beautiful piece of writing by an unknown author that I came across many years ago. It describes the journey that you will undertake in this book. It reads:


Oh Allah,

I told You, I’m in pain. You said: ‘Do not despair of the mercy of Allah.’ (39:53)

I told You, Nobody knows what is in my heart. You said: ‘Verily in the remembrance of Allah do hearts find rest.’ (13:28)

I told You, Many people hurt me. You said: ‘So pardon them and ask for forgiveness for them.’ (3:159)

I told You, I feel I’m alone. You said: ‘We are closer to him than his jugular vein.’ (50:16)

I told You, my sins are so many. You said: ‘And who can forgive sins except Allah.’ (3:135)

I told You, Do not leave me. You said: ‘So remember me, I will remember you.’ (2:152)

I told You, I’m facing a lot of difficulties in life. You said: ‘And whoever is conscious of Allah, He will make for him a way out.’ (65:2)

I told You, I have dreams that I want to come true. You said: ‘Call upon me, I will respond to you.’ (40:60)



As we welcome the blessed month of Ramadan into our lives, I invite you to also welcome the thirty-day journey you will undertake with this book. This is your journal for this Ramadan. It is yours – interact with it as you wish. Highlight, underline and add your own notes if something resonates. This is all about you, your life and your journey to Allah (‘azza wa jal).

I start this journey with the beautiful words of the scholar Ibn al-Qayyim who said,


In the heart of every human being, there is a sense of scattering which can only be gathered by turning to Allah. And in the heart there is a sense of loneliness which can only be overcome by feeling the intimate nearness to Allah in solitude. And in the heart there is sadness which can only be removed by the joy of knowing Him and being true in worshipping Him. And in the heart there is anxiety which can only be put at ease by gathering one’s self for Him and escaping from Him to Him.

Ibn al-Qayyim, Madaarij As-Salikeen

By Allah, for Allah and with Allah.

Let the journey begin.

Aliyah Umm Raiyaan






Part 1:



HEALING AND TAKING LESSONS FROM THE PAST


    The famous companion of Muhammad ([image: ]) Umar bin al-Khattab (may Allah be pleased with him) was a drinker of alcohol who became Amir al-Mumineen, the Leader of the Believers.

Life is a story of many chapters, one bad chapter does not shape the end of the story.

Dear reader, I invite you to heal from your past.






DAY 1

Reflection

On 21 June 1999, I embraced Islam. Every year, I make it a ritual to pause and reflect on the year gone by. On my twenty-second year of being a Muslim, I took myself to a local park with a photograph. I reflected and wrote the following:


Today I have been a Muslim for twenty-two years.

This picture was a 22-years younger me. I was a new Muslim and embraced Islam from a rational conviction that Islam was the way of life prescribed by the Creator of the Heavens and the Earth, who is One with no partners; who sent down prophets and messengers with Muhammad ([image: ]) as His last and final messenger.

I look at this picture of me – of her, and a mixture of emotions envelop me. The innocence and the naivety. She embraced Islam with a pure heart and was convinced life would become easier now that she had found the truth. Little did she know then that it would be a journey of many trials.

There’s so much I would tell her now.

I would tell her: slow down, take your time, study, learn, be and act authentically. The Qur’an was revealed gradually so that human hearts could absorb it and accept. So too must your journey be travelled gradually, as you are human as well as a Muslim.

I would tell her: the transition from disbelief to belief is a delicate one. It is not linear. It does not take place immediately upon the declaration of faith – the Shahaadah (declaration of faith) is simply the beginning of a fragile journey. A journey which requires a great deal of self-compassion, patience and self-love.

I would tell her: the love you need is the love of Allah first. The love of humans: sisters, husband, even your own children – they are all secondary.

I would tell her: focus on building your faith inwardly first as that is what will get you through the tough times and oh my, there will be many! Your hijab and the ability to form new foreign Arabic words are all surface-level changes. The real change that is required is that of reliance on Allah, patience, humility and a heart in constant dialogue with The Beloved.

I would tell her: you will experience a loneliness like no other. Sometimes you’ll be in the presence of others and you’ll feel alone because unconsciously you’re grieving the loss of a previous life and struggling to adopt a new one. You’ll lose friends and family. You’ll even lose yourself because no one speaks of the silent identity crisis that comes with embracing Islam. An identity crisis that often surfaces many, many years down the line. When it comes, and most likely it will, hold on.

I would tell her: revisit the reasons why you became Muslim especially when many reasons present themselves to you to leave – reasons often presented at the hands of Muslims themselves.

I would tell her: everything you’ll go through is a part of Allah’s Plan. One day you’ll set up a charity to support others because of all the trials you endured in those early years; young, alone, unsupported.

I would tell her: this is a sunnah (tradition) of life. Everything – good and bad – is with its own purpose. There is purpose in pain. Allah has a great plan for you. He has a great plan for all of us.

I would tell her: you chose Islam to save your soul. Ironically you’ll forget that along the way and place others before your soul – sometimes your nearest and dearest.

I would tell her: every time you place others before your soul, life will teach you that this is never the way and actually simply the path that leads to internal suffering.

I would tell her: your soul is the most precious thing to you in this dunya (the life of this world) and just as you chose it then, you must continue to choose it now – every day, in every experience, until your last day and until your last breath.

I would tell her: live life prioritising Allah and your soul and you will get through this dunya. And if you continue to choose Allah and your soul as you did back then, then you will find Allah choosing you in small and big ways in this life – providing a sweetness of faith that even surpasses the sweetness you tasted the day you became Aliyah.



What we go through day to day, week to week, month to month and year to year can leave us feeling exhausted. Life is not easy. Add to that all we are carrying of our past and the load of all that we are nervously anticipating of the future – it can sometimes feel too much. Without pause and reflection, the days of our lives are laden with emotions of regret, sadness, lethargy and anxiety.

When our Creator designed us, He knew we could not keep going without rest. He knows that in order for us, His creation, to keep going, we need time to recuperate and re-energise. Just as He created the night for rest and sleep after a hard day, He also created periods of time in the year as much needed spiritual ‘holidays’ because He knows our souls cannot keep journeying towards Him without moments of pause to refuel. Today is Day 1 of the much-anticipated spiritual holiday, Ramadan. It is a spiritual prescription for all that we go through throughout the year. It has been prescribed by Allah who is better than any doctor. He knows you. He knows what you need to keep journeying towards Him and the ultimate goal – His Pleasure and the akhirah.

In the magnificent hills and mountains of Arabia, before Prophethood was granted to our beloved Messenger ([image: ]), we find a lesson for ourselves. Pause, retreat and reflection are necessary life-long prescriptions.

In the midst of so much immorality in Makkah, Muhammad ([image: ]) did not escape to a person or people. He did not escape to something which would simply numb his disturbance, confusion or pain. He escaped to solitude, to silence, to nature, to creation, contemplation and prayer. It was here that he found solace in reflection. It was here that Allah turned to him and gifted him with Divine revelation.

It is here, during moments of reflection, that you too will be gifted with lessons, growth and a closeness to your Lord.

It is vitally important for us to regularly take breaks from the normal grind of life, seclude ourselves and immerse ourselves in contemplation. This early lesson in the Prophet’s life teaches us to step away from routine and make a conscious decision to pause. We must create space in our schedules. In doing so, we silence the noise around us, which enables us to hear what Allah is telling us. We must sit with ourselves – all of ourselves: the past of ourselves, the present of ourselves and the future of ourselves – and move towards a place of truly accepting and embracing all of who we are. We must sit comfortably with solitude to experience the Company and Guidance of the Divine.

We must, because if we do not, we will simply continue being dragged along by the current of life – swept away by life’s demands and responsibilities. We will continue to be susceptible to triggers from our past; emotionally reacting in a way that does not serve our present nor align with our spiritual goals. We may even find ourselves irrationally creating horror movies in our minds about our worries and concerns for the future – binding ourselves with our limiting thoughts.

In the beauty and stillness of the mountains, the Prophet thought, pondered and contemplated about life – his life, the lives of others and the meaning of life itself. This was only possible once he removed himself temporarily from the hustle and bustle of everyday life.

And so too must you retreat.

On this first day of Ramadan, I invite you to turn inwards. Focus your heart on the awakening you feel inside of you right now. It may be a quiet little flicker. It may be a loud burning flame of ‘Oh my God! I need to change my life right now!’ Whatever it is, it is time to make a firm resolve to regularly retreat and reflect.

During your time of reflection, your heart may need to consider the events of the last year; maybe it is what happened yesterday. Maybe it is to reflect on your childhood, which seems to unconsciously creep into your adulthood. Perhaps it is what you said or what was said to you moments before you read these words. Maybe it is to take stock of everything that has led to where you are right now in your life. Whatever needs reflection – consciously decide to do so.

Reflection is necessary. Your soul, your life depend on it. There is no better time to take this prescription than during the days and nights of this truly blessed month. Through spiritual reflection, you can become attuned to who you really are. You will be able to see your current life for what it actually is and experience what it truly means to attain taqwa – a special spiritual closeness to Allah born from your consciousness of Him that leads you to Him, through action and worship.

Your soul deserves rest and reflection.

Let Your Heart Ponder …


‘The contemplative believer who remembers Allah will begin to enjoy solitude and places of seclusion where voices and movements are hushed. There he will find strength of heart and will, and he will no longer be worried or depressed. Then he will begin to taste the sweetness of worship, of which he cannot have enough. In it, he will find abundance of pleasure and comfort – more than what he used to find in diversion and play, or in the satisfaction of worldly desires. When he experiences this state, many of the worldly concerns will disappear, as he is in a completely different world from the rest of humanity.’

Ibn al-Qayyim, Madaarij As-Salikeen



Du’a Invitation

My Lord, You said:


In the creation of the Heavens and the Earth and the cycle of night and day, there are signs for smart people, who remember Allah standing, sitting and lying down, and think about the creation of the Heavens and Earth, prayerfully saying ‘Our Lord, You haven’t created this in vain, Glory be to You! Save us from the punishment of the Fire.’

Surah Al-Imran 3:190–91



Ya Rabbi, my Lord, it is time. It is time for me to slow down. It is time to pause – to breathe deeply and think deeply. O Owner of my eyes, do not let my eyes see what I want them to see. Guide my eyes to see what You want them to see. Grant me the wisdom to know the difference. Help me discover if my life is being lived in such a way that I am making my relationship with You a priority. Show me what needs to be resolved or changed within me or around me to live with You as though I see You. And though I cannot see You, allow my reflections to lead me to live for You, because I certainly know You see me.

Journal


	If I continue life without reflection, I will continue to …
[image: ]

	I deserve to gift myself moments of reflection because …
[image: ]

	Regular reflection can change the following:
[image: ]

	My place(s) for reflection will be …
[image: ]



My reflections on the topic of Reflection are …

[image: ]



DAY 2

Responsibility

One of the first conversations I had with my publisher about this book was online. As she walked me through the schedule from writing the first draft to publication, I had to clarify what I was hearing. Due to it being July and the plan being to publish in March, I was tasked with writing an entire manuscript from scratch within a month.

‘That’s really tight!’ I exclaimed.

She looked at me with a knowing smile and said, ‘I know, but it is possible.’

Immediately my thoughts dragged me to all the responsibilities in my life – family, work, home-educating my children, cooking, cleaning and the bare walls of my hallway, which still had not been re-wallpapered months after stripping them!

After the online meeting ended, I slumped back into my chair. I knew I had a choice. I could either succumb to my beliefs that I was too busy and it was impossible to write a book in a month, or take responsibility and say to myself, ‘Aliyah – you can do this. He brought it to you. And He will get you through it. With Allah anything is possible. But in order to do this, you need to cut down on social media, cease social visits, pause netball for a few weeks, let the cleaning go and just do the absolute basics and delegate work to colleagues.’

Yet on the tenth day of my writing month, I hadn’t written the ten chapters I had perfectly planned out. I had romanticised writing each day in quaint little coffee shops with Tower Bridge as my view. Sitting at my desk in the corner of my bedroom, I was feeling anxious that I was four chapters behind! The washing basket was overflowing; I was sixteenth in the queue to speak to my doctor; I had another work deadline that could not wait and in my very stressed-out state, I snapped at one of my children and, to top it all off, instead of my normal home-cooked dinner, I bunged fish fingers and chips in the oven for dinner!

I felt like the world’s worst mother, which led to thoughts of: ‘I’m not the right person to write this book.’ I felt completely unable. I believed my thoughts and feelings were true. Feeling sorry for myself, all I could see was my sheer inability.

In that state, my thoughts led me to an image that instantly created a mental shift. I saw hands holding a book – this book. With that image came hope. The image was so vivid, the feeling was so strong and powerful, I knew I had to choose a different response.

I made a choice to take full responsibility for all of my choices – both good and bad, and to look back and take all the lessons necessary. This in turn required me to revisit and choose to take responsibility again and again.

With my vision came a realisation: whatever we are not changing is in fact a choice. And we are only truly able to see this when we consciously take time out to reflect.

Responsibility can be broken down into two words: response-ability.

Having response-ability means you are a person who has full ability to choose your response. This is fact, just as it is fact that the sun rises in the East and sets in the West. Ramadan is a month in the year when we are taught that we have full ability to go against the grain. We are able to wake up in the early hours of the morning before sunrise to eat our first meal. We are able to continue with study, work and life’s demands while abstaining completely from food and drink, our energy replenished between sunset and sunrise. We are able to easily part with our money to help others. We are able to spend our nights praying in the mosque and go without sleep before we awaken to repeat it all over again for twenty-nine or thirty days!

Ramadan teaches us we are response-able.

Responsibility is not only about taking ownership of what you need to do to make something happen. Responsibility is also taking ownership of all that has happened.

Revisiting and re-examining the past to become more responsible, can feel like cleaning out old wounds. Some of those wounds may have been inflicted by people close to us or strangers, while some wounds are self-inflicted. They are painful to clean out. But in order to heal, move on and start anew, it’s a necessary part of the process which cannot be skipped.

We have all experienced pain. We are all in the same boat. Some of us will sit in the boat, wallow in our circumstances and allow ourselves to drift wherever the river decides to take us. There are also those of us who accept that this is where we are, this is how we got here – this is what Allah has decreed, and we sit up straight knowing we have power, agency and choice to take the oars, place them in the water and row the boat to destinations we want to go.

I had a childhood friend who grew up in a violent home where she would witness her father beat her mother black and blue. She had two brothers close in age. One of her brothers escaped the daily abuse by turning to the wrong crowd. He became addicted to heroin – blaming the situation at home for his many stints in prison and his years spent in and out of rehab. The other brother escaped the daily abuse by turning towards sport, youth work and Allah, determined that these ugly circumstances would not define him or his life. Two brothers. Same household. One allowed the river of life to take his boat in any direction – landing him in worse waters. The other said, ‘I didn’t ask for this. I take responsibility for my life and this is where I want to go’, and rowed his boat in that direction.

Blaming life and other people places you in a needy position where you are unable to move forward until there is an apology, a mistake rectified or a tangible change in another person. How long are you going to wait? And if the aim of Ramadan is to become truly conscious of the King of Kings, how possible is it to attain this, if your energy, thoughts and emotions are engrossed with the actions, or lack thereof, of His Creation instead of Him?

You will always be on the receiving end of what others do to you. You are not responsible for their actions. You are responsible for how you choose to respond. Your emotions are your own and owned by you. Others will trigger your emotions but they do not cause them to come into the world. You are and will always be responsible for how you respond. When you internalise this truth, you will set yourself free. And oh my, what a feeling it is to feel free.

My dear reader, whatever has come to pass – you are not a failure. There is no failure. There is no failure in how you handled what was done to you. There is no failure in how someone ‘failed’ you. There is no failure in your perceived shortcomings. What there is, are lessons – beautiful lessons – individually created for you by the Best Teacher because He knows what you’ve been through, are going through and will go through. And this is why there is no failure. This is why His Lessons for you are perfect. Because He knows you and loves you.

During this blessed month, make a choice to reposition yourself, not as a victim but as a believer who is fully responsible and able. Make a choice to stop cheating on your future and your akhirah with your past by emphatically saying, ‘No! That relationship is over!’

To wake up in the morning taking full ownership for all that has happened in your life gives you a fresh start every day. You can, by His Permission, live positively, passionately, with faith, with love, acceptance and choice. To do so is freeing, liberating, fulfilling and exemplifies your belief that ‘whatever He has decreed for me was best for me – and I am choosing to accept that and move forward with that’.

Your soul is too precious to hand over to another human being. It belongs to the Lord of the Worlds. The sooner you own your state of being and accept full responsibility for your state, the sooner you can focus on the most important job you have on this earth – to worship Allah and return your soul back to Him.

So, how do you do this?

Start by acknowledging that you need Allah to be your Help and Guide. Call upon your Lord who only wants you to take a step towards Him, so that He may rush to you.

Now, claim every setback you’ve experienced, every mistake, every wrong decision, anything you have been subjected to. How you see all of it and what you do with all of it is yours to own.

Next, realise this: Where you are right now is as a result of every choice you’ve made, every thought you have had, everything you have felt. Some of your choices may not have been the best but own them all. Where you are right now is a result of everything that was given to you and taken away from you by Him. All of it was absolutely best for you. Own it.

Internalise this truth in the chambers of your heart, deep in your gut and in the depths of your soul.

Now go out there and continue this journey of attaining taqwa as a believer seeking to know Allah, knowing that through becoming conscious of Him, you become conscious of how to embody response-ability in this one chance at life.

Stand tall. Shoulders back. It is time to take responsibility for who you are and where you are.

Let Your Heart Ponder …


‘Allah never changes the condition of a nation until they change what is in themselves.’

Surah Ar-Rad 13:11



Du’a Invitation

I am your servant. You are my Creator. You brought me into existence because I am meant to be here. Ya Allah, because I am meant to be here – I know that everything that is connected to my existence is also with purpose. I accept this. I submit to this. I embrace this. Al-Qadir, You are All Powerful and Able, I ask You to strengthen me to take responsibility for all that has passed and comes to pass in my life. Make me a believer who is at cause and lives proactively. Grant me the ability to be most responsible in regards to my journey to You.

Journal


	What are you avoiding right now that may aid your growth? Can you turn ever so slightly towards it?
[image: ]

	By doing so, what is now possible?
[image: ]

	Write down all your perceived failures. Next to each one, write down what might be the Divine lesson for you.
[image: ]

	By not taking responsibility, what are you choosing?
[image: ]

	By taking responsibility, what are you choosing?
[image: ]

	Choose a painful and difficult moment from your life. From a position of responsibility, rewrite your narrative.
[image: ]



My reflections on the topic of Responsibility are …

[image: ]



DAY 3

Love

One of my earliest childhood memories was of my mother informing me about my birth. I must have been younger than ten years old when I sat on the edge of her bed looking at her reflection in the dressing-table mirror as she recounted the story of my arrival in this world. I watched her apply her famous electric-blue mascara.

Aiming the brush at her eyelashes, she said, ‘When you were born, your father missed the birth. I almost died due to kidney problems. When he arrived at the hospital, the first thing he asked me was, “What is it?” I looked over at you with so much love and told him, “It’s a girl.” He asked me again and I told him again, “It’s a girl.” He asked me, “Are you sure?” I said, “Of course, I’m sure.” He then walked over to you and undid your nappy to check if you were a girl. He had wanted his first child to be a boy.’

We are all products of how much love we have or have not received. Some of us were enveloped in love from a young age. Others of us have spent and are indeed spending years trying to find the love we never had.

On this third day of Ramadan, I have something to tell you: you are loved so very much, if only you knew!

One of my favourite quotes by the thirteenth-century scholar Ibn al-Qayyim, known as the Doctor of



































You are loved by the Most Loving. With that Love, choose love.

Let Your Heart Ponder …








Du’a Invitation


Journal


	I know that I am loved by Allah because …
[image: ]


	With full certainty that Allah loves me, I am going to love Him by loving myself in the following ways …
[image: ]

	I choose to spread love by …
[image: ]



My reflections on the topic of Love are …

[image: ]
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