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The Islamic calendar system impacts numerous aspects in the life of a Muslim. Besides the obligatory
fasting of Ramadhan, performance of the Hajj, fulfillment of Zakah, and observance of the ‘Eid prayers,
rulings related to marital issues and many sunnah and nafl (supererogatory) acts of worship are intricately
linked to the Islamic calendar. The importance of the calendar has been clearly established by the Qur’an
and Sunnah as reflected in the verses [9:36], [2:186], [10:5].

As a Muslim community living in the West, it is therefore of utmost importance to correctly maintain a
reckoning of our religious calendar. The issue of moon sighting and methodology for establishing the
beginning and ending of each month has historically been a point of dispute and contention since the
earliest eras. Nonetheless, while academic differences have occurred and been recorded and propagated,
our need is to establish a sound operational methodology that adheres as closely as possible to the Sunnah
of our beloved Prophet 2% and the practice of his Companions and our pious predecessors.

In this article we explain, for the purpose of our local community, our methodology for establishing the
Islamic months and, in particular, the observance of Ramadhan and the two ‘Eid holidays. After
presenting the process itself, we discuss the basis behind the approach and then address
misunderstandings and misgivings related to moon sighting and the Islamic dates. This document is not
meant to be a thorough, scholarly work of jurisprudence (figh). We simply highlight the key foundations
of our operational process. Further in-depth research may be carried out by the reader with reference to
the provided citations and the guidance of reliable scholars and books of figh.



Process

On the 29th of each month, it is a communal obligation (fardh kifaayah) that we (at least two members of
our local community) go out after sunset and make an effort to look for the crescent moon (4ilaal) of the
new month.

e If the crescent is sighted locally, then that night begins the new month. If the sky is clear, the
crescent should be sighted by many, if not all, of the individuals that are attempting to do so.

e Ifthe sky is completely clear and the crescent is not sighted by our community, nor by other
communities in our local region that we have direct contact with, then we complete 30 days of the
current month.

e Ifthe sky is obstructed by clouds, dust, haze, etc., then if two people (or, in the case of the
beginning of Ramadhan, even one person) confirm their testimony in person that they have seen
it, then that night begins the new month.

e Ifthe sky is obstructed and the crescent is not sighted locally, then if news of a proper
sighting/testimony of another place in our regional area or to the east of us, reaches us by reliable
and authentic transmission in which there is no doubt, we act on that and begin the new month.
Multiple corroborating reports must agree on sightings in other regions in order to be accepted.

For our purposes, our “regional area” will be considered as states adjacent to Georgia falling within an
approximate radius of 500 miles of our community (e.g. Alabama, Mississippi, Tennessee, the Carolinas,
and Florida). If visibility predictions do not contradict the possibility of sighting, we also consider
sighting reports in the larger area of the East coast of the U.S. and the Caribbean islands. Sightings in
states farther to the west such as Texas, California, etc. are not considered, as their “horizon” of sighting
is considered far from ours.

For organizations that are relied upon for news of sightings elsewhere, we primarily refer to:
e Initiative for Hijri Calendar Awareness (Memphis, TN; reporting also on sightings from Stone
Mountain, Atlanta, GA)
e Central Hilal Committee (US) / Toronto Hilal Committee - only if sightings are transparently
reported as being our region or the East coast of the US.
Jamiat-ul-Ulama South Africa/South Africa Unified Hilal Sighting
Morocco official sighting reports
Darul Uloom Trinidad & Tobago
Connecticut Council of Masajid
Wifag-ul-Ulama, UK

Aspects of this process are inherently ambiguous. Final decision on acceptability of local testimony and
external reports is based on the discretion of whoever is entrusted with the affairs of the local community.



Discussion

The process described above is intended to be as closely aligned as possible to the principles of the
Qur’an and Sunnah, as understood through the figh methodology of the Hanafi school of jurisprudence
(madhhab), and as actually practiced and acted upon throughout the first millennium of Islamic history
since the mission of our beloved Prophet Muhammad 5. We believe that this approach is more
acceptable and aligned to Shari’ah principles and more correct than alternate methodologies.

The basis of our methodology is regional moon sighting - visible to the human eye, and not through
extraordinary application of technological means (such as digital photographs generated through infrared
filtered telescopes). Physically sighting the moon has been the approved operational (i.e. acted upon)
methodology throughout the history of our ummabh.

Reliable, confirmed, corroborated moon sighting results are considered from anywhere in the world east
of our community (i.e. prior to our time zone) as well as our “regional area” as defined earlier. The use of
astronomical calculations or crescent visibility predictions is only as a tool to assist in efforts to sight the
moon, and to validate claims of moon sighting. By the latter, we mean that if a testimony or report of
moon sighting is made in conditions where astronomical predictions suggest sighting is extremely
unlikely or impossible, then a solitary report will not be accepted unless it is supported by multiple other
independent sighting reports.

Adoption of approximately 500 miles as the “regional area” is based on fatwa received through scholars
of Jamiat-ul-Uloom al-Islamiyyah, Binori Town, Karachi. For instance, along the lines of this one' and
another. It is also consistent with the discussion of Hadrat Shaykh al-Hadith Mufti Sa‘eed Ahmad
Palanpuri in his commentary Tuhfatul Alma’i - Sharh Sunan at-Tirmidhi (vol 3, pp. 63-65). (To our
understanding, Mufti Palanpuri affirmed the validity of a similar policy during his visit to masajid in
Connecticut in the early 2000s.)

With respect to following sightings from across the North and South American continents, we have
observed in practice (at least once within the past 5 years) situations where if we were to have followed a
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reported moon sighting in Chile, South America, for example, then on clear skies in Georgia, the next
crescent was still not sighted after 30 full days. As alluded to in various fatawa (e.g. Fatawa
Mahmoodiyyah and Ru yat-e-Hilaal by Mufti Muhanmad Shafi, this would indicate a problem with
operating on sightings from such a great distance). We also observe, on a regular basis, multiple
consecutive or alternating months where the crescent is sighted on the West Coast of the US after not
being visible on the East Coast despite clear, unobstructed skies. (This is completely consistent with
astronomical visibility projections as well.) This supports the operational soundness of the above cited
fatawa suggesting approximately 500 miles as the matla’.

Acceptability of reports over the Internet or other electronic means of communication is at the discretion
of the person entrusted with the decision for the community. These means of communication are
inherently untrustworthy from a Shar’i point of view. Just because posts are made and shared on websites
or social media, regardless of the organization or account behind them, does not mean that we are bound
to act upon them. Nor is it incumbent upon the community members to actively go out scouring the
Internet for sighting reports. Our responsibility in the Shari’ah is to make effort locally to sight the moon,
and if we happen to receive report(s) from other locations, then we take those into consideration
accordingly.

We also explicitly do not ascribe to the assumption that the Muslim community across the world, or
across a continent, needs to synchronize our Islamic dates with the dates of the Gregorian (Western
Christian solar) calendar. If California observes the first day of Dhul Hijjah on the date of “June 19th,”
and we in Georgia observe the first day of Dhul Hijjah on “June 20th,” both communities are still
observing the same Islamic day (1 Dhul Hijjah) within a 24 hour period, even though it is split between
two dates (June 19th, 20th) of the Western calendar system. Most Muslims - and Allah knows best - seem
to operate on an unquestioned assumption that everyone in North America must observe an Islamic date
on the same Western date. We are completely used to operating within the Gregorian calendar system
(“midnight” starts a new date) along with the International Date Line - an arbitrary marker on the globe
for when the next “date” first starts. Thus, a significant factor that conflates our moon sighting discussions
is the unconscious attempt to superimpose the span of the first date of an Islamic month onto a single
Gregorian calendar date.

It should be noted that our experience with the process described here extends over the past 20+ years. We
are not initiating a new, experimental methodology. It is workable, practical, “tried and true.” By the grace
of Allah - alhamdulillah - in following this process as described we have not so far experienced any
“mistakes” — situations where the crescent comes visible at 28 days, or does not appear in a clear sky on
the 30th day.
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