
Ramadan, Zakat, and Our 7th Principle 
 
One of the things I study is the literature on the future of the church, and church 
growth. Naturally, one of the most central questions there is: why do people come 
to church? (Another is, why don’t they come to church, but that’s another sermon.) 
 
As you can imagine, there’s no “one” answer to this question, and what draws 
people to church communities can vary not only by person and circumstance, but 
also quite a bit by generation, writ large. Yet we do know that when it comes to 
physically showing up at a building, and walking in to sit down on a Sunday 
morning among a group of people, there are some longings which have motivated 
people. Most of all is the search for community, for friendship, connection, and 
being “known.” Not a faceless stranger, but a member of Beloved Community. We 
come in to sit down beside friends, to feel kinship with one another.  We come to 
find something greater than ourselves. Some people call this “God.” At All Souls, we 
acknowledge that we all come from the same Source, and share the same destiny. 
Therefore, one of the other reasons we come to church is to be saved. I say it this 
way so that the words will jangle on the ear a bit - “to be saved? What does that 
mean? By whom, or how shall we be saved? What are we talking about now?” 
 
What I mean this morning is this: we come to be saved within the context of this 
world, and its daunting culture. We come to discover how to save ourselves from a 
material world with a message of meaninglessness. We come to hear a word of 
comfort, something to save us from the depths of despair. We come to be 
encouraged and reminded of how to be our best selves. We come to practice Love -
- not the anemic, sentimental pablum version of love, where we pretend everything 
is ok and smile when we feel like screaming...but rather that thick, wild, hard Love: 
the one that gives us the courage to say or do the difficult thing; the one that 
challenges us to forgive 70 times 7 times, which is to say, endlessly; the one that 
pushes us toward growth, toward depth, toward authentic relationship. We come 
to be saved from skating along the surface of our lives, which is all too easy to do. 
 
People come to church to be saved. And while a good sermon may help, what we 
have to remember is that most of that work happens when we take our shared 
values out into the world, and then we show up again and again and live in 
imperfection, together. When we eat together, laugh together, make decisions 



together, work together, and - it turns out the literature and data is pretty clear on 
this, too - when we play together. This is how we save each other. Every day at All 
Souls, we try to get back to the most fulsome version of this kind of salvation. 
 
As Unitarian Universalists, we look to the world’s great religions for insight, and in 
the season of Ramadan, I’d like to take some time of reflection on what zakat, the 
Third Pillar of Islam, can offer to us. As Rev. Janamanchi said in the reading earlier, 
this kind of reflection can create some space in us, as individuals and as a 
community, to resist some cultural messages, or to feel nurtured and perhaps even 
to enlarge our sense of spiritual wellbeing. 
 
In Islam, there are five spiritual pillars, or practices, that are outlined for the 
religious Muslim. The first is to recognize that God is the God, not “a” god. Allah is 
the one and only, and Mohammed is His Prophet. The second is to remember Allah 
in prayer five times a day. This centers the day on Allah; one is never far from a 
reminder to stop and acknowledge Allah. The third pillar is zakat; this is almsgiving, 
but as you can imagine, we’ll be talking more at length on this, for that simple 
explanation does not encompass the role that generosity and thinking of others 
plays in the life of Islam. The fourth pillar is to fast for a month during Ramadan; 
this practice, too, touches on encouraging a generous spirit, as we will see. The last 
pillar is hadjj, or pilgrimage - each Muslim is expected to make a pilgrimage to 
Mecca, a pilgrimage that predates the Prophet’s time, and dates back to Abraham.  
 
But what of zakat, this third pillar? I want to place it beyond its literal detail, for like 
most religious practices, its purpose is to open a spiritual door beyond the specific. 
The plain detail of zakat is that the Prophet Mohammed taught that every person 
who worked and had any kind of capital should give a portion of that for the welfare 
of the less fortunate. This is commonly understood to mean 2.5% of what one has.  
 
If we limit our understanding to this, it may seem much like any Christian or Jewish 
practice of tithing. Indeed, this notion of giving a percentage of one’s income is a 
common spiritual practice. There’s no question that in our day and age, the practice 
has become somewhat sullied; many people, especially those outside of churches, 
see it as simply a way for a particular church to support itself, or gain wealth. 
 
But the true practice and meaning of zakat - or any spiritual-based tithing - is to 



open our hearts in very specific ways. To practice zakat is to be reminded first of all 
one has, and next, of the many who have less. Remembering, we are called to be 
grateful for what we have, and to be compassionate and generous toward those 
who have less. There may be a practical benefit: perhaps poor children are fed, or 
homeless families sheltered, or the old or infirm are cared for. This is a practical 
outcome. But the spiritual effect is to center us in gratitude, compassion, and 
generosity. 
 
One of the things I like most about Islam is its emphasis on relationship. 
Relationship first with Allah; this is the primary relationship, and the one which 
gives life and shape to all others. But beyond that, Islam is very intentional about 
how it calls people to behave toward one another, and in particular, it reminds the 
faithful to look out for orphans, widows, to visit those who are sick and to help 
them in all ways that they can, and to free the prisoner - by which is meant, to work 
to free those who are unjustly unfree. Additional to this is direction on how to treat 
a neighbor, and a constant reminder to be in relationship with the neighbor. Listen 
to these words from Islam: 
      
“Visiting the sick and feeding the hungry: 
In a hadeeth reported by Abu Moosa Ash'ari (R.A.), The Prophet (S.A.W.) said "Feed 
the hungry, visit the sick and free the captives." 
Besides mention of feeding the hungry-which is a deed of compassion and 
kindheartedness, this hadeeth also contains an injunction for visiting the sick and 
obtaining the freedom of those who are (unlawfully) held prisoners." In common 
terms 'visiting the sick' simply denotes enquiring  
after one's health but here (in Arabic) it is used in a broader sense and includes also 
the caring and arranging of treatment for the sick, if necessary, and if one is able to 
do so. The rewards and blessing for these deeds is (once again) very great, and 
enviable indeed is the lot of those who feel for the less fortunate brethren and are 
willing to help them in any possible manner. 
 
Relationship with Neighbors: 
    
Mu'awiya lbn Haidah relates that the Prophet of Allah (S.A.W.) said "The rights of 
the neighbour upon you are that; If he falls ill you visit (and take care of) him; if 
[s]he dies you attend [her] funeral (and take part in the burial arrangements); …if he 



is favoured by good-fortune, you congratulate him; if a calamity befalls [her], you 
grieve in sympathy…; and that you restrain from erecting your building higher than 
his in such away that the passage of fresh air is blocked from his house (unless you 
obtained his consent) and further, (you take care that) the aroma of your cooking 
pot does not cause sorrow to him (and his children) except that you send some of it 
(the food) to him." (from “The Social Conduct of a Muslim,” by Shaikh Musa Ibrahim 
Menk; see 
http://www.sunnipath.com/Library/Articles/AR00000201.aspx#RIGHTS OF THE 
WEAK AND POOR) I think New Yorkers in particular can appreciate some of these. 
 
With intention and care, a faithful Muslim is reminded again and again of her 
responsibilities to her neighbors, the poor or those who are sick, imprisoned, in 
circumstances in which the blessings of one’s own life are seen as part of a 
continuum of relationship and responsibility to all.  
 
It’s not difficult to see how this can inform our own spiritual lives as Unitarian 
Universalists. This learning, rising from our third Unitarian Unversalist Source (see 
http://www.uua.org/beliefs/principles/) underscores our seventh Unitarian 
Universalist principle - the interconnected web of all existence. We are all 
connected. It also speaks, though, to our first and second principles: it reminds us 
that every person - no matter how poor, or sick, or whether they are in prison or 
not - every person has inherent worth and dignity, and therefore, we covenant to 
live in relationship with one another practicing justice, equity, and compassion.  
 
This is what it all boils down to: to practice giving is to make the heart generous. 
We all long to be more loving, more forgiving, more generous, to build communities 
that work not just for some of us, but for all of us. A practice of generosity is also a 
practice not just of giving - giving money, or goods, or time, or one’s talents - but 
also to learn how to receive. Generosity is a circle. In our lives, each of us has times 
when we are in a position to be generous, to give of ourselves, and times when we 
need what others have to offer - their empathy, their help, their time, their 
encouragement, their wisdom.  
 
It’s worth noting that during Ramadan, the observant Muslim fasts and refrains 
from certain activities in order to create space to determine what is important, 
what is valuable, and what is not. It is a season of personal practice but grounded in 
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communal practice. It invites one to gain insight into what true satisfaction and 
fulfillment is,  - to grow generosity - through practices of privation. Further in the 
article by Janamanchi, he says: 
“What I am encouraging you to do is to make more space in your lives, to empty out 
yourselves so that something new might enter. I am encouraging you to reflect on 
what that space might look like in your life. What could you do, symbolically or 
literally, to make more space, to open up your life, to reflect, to connect, to 
question, to listen, to act? 

Is there something you’ve been holding onto, something you could let go of? 

Is there a confession you need to make, to yourself or to another? 

Is there something or someone you need to forgive? 

Is there something or someone you need to seek forgiveness from? 

Is there a truth you need to admit? 

Is there a drink you should put down? 

Is there a celebration you can plan? 

Is there an invitation you could give? 

Is there a long past-due phone call you might make? 

Is there a decision you can make? 

Is there an appointment you can cancel? 

Is there a walk you can take? 

Is there a nap you could profit from? 

Is there a sunset you can enjoy? 

Is there a hand you can hold?”1 

                                        
1 Janamanchi, Abhi Prakesh. “Why I Am Fasting for Ramadan,” UU World. 
https://www.uuworld.org/articles/why-i-am-fasting-ramadan 



In this holy season, of Ramadan and Lent, of spring rising, may we find ways to 
empty ourselves and create more space for a spirit of Life, a transformational form 
of Love, to emerge within and between us. Amen, you have my love, blessed be.  


