Tania Ullah.  

Sophomore in Mechanical Engineering at MIT.  Tutor for the freshman Concourse program.  Secretary of McCormick Hall.  Masjid Officer for Muslim Students’ Association (MSA).   

Concourse tutor for 18.03 (differential equations).

“I don’t use 18.03 very much, but I have to know the material backwards and forwards so that I can help other people understand.  It takes a lot of time and energy, but I really love tutoring.” 

Secretary for McCormick Hall.

“There’s a lot of writing to do, but I like knowing what’s going on where I live.  All of the dorms at MIT have their own atmospheres and different house governments.  I like being a part of it all.” 

Muslim

Born and raised in Brooklyn, Tania grew up in a Hasidic Jewish neighborhood.  When asked what it was like living in a community with a culture that was so different from her own, Tania replied that she didn’t notice the differences rather the similarities.  “They were like Muslims in a lot of ways.  They emphasized family values and the women dressed conservatively.”

Multiculturalism has always been a part of Tania’s life.  “I always had friend’s from a range of backgrounds and ethnicities.  I never thought of myself as different from anyone else because of my faith.  Growing up I did Muslim things.  I had an Arabic teacher and stuff like that.  But my religion never shaped the way I did or thought about things.  That didn’t start until college when I started to learn more about Islam.”   

Ring.  Ring.  Ring.  The day begins between 5:00-6:00 A.M. when her friend Tasneem calls to wake Tania up for the break-of-dawn prayer, Fajr.  In other parts of the world, cell phones and alarm clocks are replaced by the voice of a muezzin calling Muslims to prayer on loudspeaker.  “Hurry to success.  Prayer is better than sleep.”  But the MIT Muslims rely on each other.  Conveniently concentrated in the only all girls dorm on campus, the Muslim sisters try their best to pray Fajr together.  It’s a hit or miss attempt.  Some days the precarious phone tree collapses and the one or two who manage to wake up, pray alone.   On other days seven girls crowd into a cramped dorm room.  After Fajr, everyone usually goes back to bed until it’s time for class.

2.007, a Course 2 right of passage.  For most of the entire semester, Tania has been working in lab building a robot that will, hopefully, move foam blocks into a bin while keeping competitors in check.  She designed and built most of the machine from scratch—the gears, the control system, the robotic arm.  Tension culminates as the final competition rapidly approaches.  

On Fridays, Tania takes a break from the lab for Jum’ah prayer.  Friday, Yum Al-Jum’ah in Arabic, is the holiest day of the week for Muslims.  Every Jum’ah, Muslims congregate to attend a special service which includes a sermon by a knowledgeable person in the community (Imam) and a shortened version of the usual mid-day prayer, Dhuhr.  Most prayers can be prayed individually or in congregation (although group pray is preferred over individual prayer).  However, the congregational aspect is mandatory for Jum’ah prayers and brings most Muslims to the mosque, making Friday the most crowded day of the week.  

The highlight of Friday prayers is the sermon, or khutbah.  The khutbah is divided into two main parts, where the first part is typically much longer than the second part.  The main purpose of the khutbah is to enjoin people to do good deeds and to remind them of the consequences of doing bad deeds.

The khutbahs at MIT cover a great dearth of topics.  Sometimes stories of Prophets such as Moses are iterated to emphasize moral values and lessons.  At other times, contemporary events such as the Tsunami are discussed to encourage social activism and community service.

After the khutbah, the Imam leads a congregational prayer.  The prayer is half as short as the standard mid-day prayer because it is said that the khutbah accounts for half of the prayer.  The unusually large crowd at Jum’ah makes for tight space.  People line up compactly from shoulder to shoulder and toe to toe to accommodate as many people as possible. 

Desk Duty

Tania works at the McCormick Front Desk for a couple of hours a week in between classes.  Checking guests in, handing out spare keys, the work never ends.

‘Asr

‘Asr, the afternoon prayer, is sometimes considered the most difficult because it falls in the midst of peak daily activity.  The importance of “guarding” or performing the middle prayer well is even emphasized in the Muslim holy book, the Quran.  Tania pulls out her prayer rug when it’s time for ‘Asr.  Pointing the yellow rug northeast towards Mecca, Tania begins to pray.  In ten minutes, it’s back to the books.

Lecture on Jihad

MIT Muslim chaplain, Suheil Laher, gives a presentation on jihad.  Ever-present in the media, the concept of jihad is often oversimplified and misunderstood.  Jihad literally means to strive or struggle for the sake of Allah (God).  Though typically portrayed violently as armed combat, the Prophet Muhummad (peace be upon him) said that the greatest jihad was the internal struggle against one’s baser self.  Striving for self-discipline and self-improvement is a jihad in which most Muslims are constantly engaged.  During the Q+A session, students play devil’s advocate by asking questions about suicide bombers and wars in Muslim countries.  

Isha’ Prayer

After the lecture, tables are cleared to make space for prayer.  It’s time for the last prayer of the day, Isha’.  Tania prays in congregation lead by Imam Laher.

Back to the books

As with most MIT students, late-night study sessions are a regularity.  Despite the high-stress environment and academic pressure, Tania is very positive about MIT.  “I’ve never been in a place where everyone was so motivated and so talented.  People at MIT do so many things and I’ve made a lot of good friends here.  One thing that is hard for me is maintaining my spirituality while I’m so busy doing other things.  But that’s a problem that will be prevalent throughout life.”  Tania does her best, striving to maintain a balanced life.

Prayer

Prayer is one of the five pillars of Islam, which also include faith in one God, charity, pilgrimage to Mecca, and fasting during the month of Ramadan.  Prayer in Islam is mental, verbal, and physical.  Verses from various chapters in the Quran and other supplications are recited during prayer.  Physical movements including standing, sitting, bowing, and prostrating, hone concentration.

There are five prayers spaced throughout different times of the day.  Fajr is the early-morning prayer and must be prayed before dawn.  Dhuhr is prayed at mid-day from around noon to two or four in the afternoon, depending on the time of year and the day’s length.  

The third prayer of the day is ‘Asr.  Literally meaning the passage of time, ‘Asr is prayed in the afternoon usually beginning at 3 P.M.  Maghrib is prayed directly following sunset, while Isha’ is prayed at night.

Frequent prayers are meant to keep Muslims in close connection with God throughout the day.  Whether they are sleeping, working, or attending to pressing tasks, Muslims are required to set time aside for prayer.  Their busy schedules pivot about these five fixed times of the day.  During the time of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), entire cities would be abandoned at prayer time while everyone went to the mosque.  Travelers would come to the marketplace to find all stalls intact with wares displayed openly, only with no vendors in sight.  Although devotion to prayer is not as acute today, Muslims remain dedicated.  They manage to find places to pray between classes in the empty halls or in the dressing room of Filene’s in the middle of a shopping trip. 

Fiqh-us-sunnah, vol. 2: salat ul jumu’ah

http://www.muhammad.net/ebooks/Fus/fus2_38.html
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