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Too busy to
Pray Five Times?

By: Daliah Merzaban and Hesham Hassaballa*

Before I genuinely began to cultivate and nurture
my relationship with God, I regarded the five daily
prayers that Islam enjoins on believers as laborious.
It seemed impractical to expect that I would be able to
stop what [ was doing during my busy work schedule
to take time out and pray.

Working as a news wire journalist, I was often
spending upwards of 10 hours a day in the office or
at conferences, interviews and meetings, barely able
to make time for a lunch break. If I wasn’t working,
my time was divided between house chores, errands,
family and friends, and exercise. | was punctual with

everything in my life, except that [ was late five times
a day.

In my mind, it was not viable to expect that I could
wake up before the crack of dawn to pray the early-
morning prayer, fajr, otherwise I would be too tired to
work effectively later that morning. It also seemed in-
efficient to interrupt my work meetings to pray duhr,
the mid-day prayer, and asr, the afternoon prayer.

Making the sunset prayer maghrib was often a chal-
lenge because the window to pray is typically quite
short and coincides with the time between finishing
work, having dinner and returning home. So, in ef-
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fect, the only prayer that was feasible for me to pray
on time was isha, the evening prayer. For most of my
life, thus, I would at best pray all five prayers in the
evening, or skip prayers here and there to accommo-
date my immediate commitments.

Without realizing it, my inconsistency and ap-
proach to praying trivialized the principle behind
performing prayers throughout the day. I believed in
God and loved Him, but on my own terms, not on the
terms very clearly set out in the Quran and Prophetic
teachings. Yet praying the five daily prayers, at their
prescribed times, is the backbone of being a Muslim;
we cannot stand upright in our faith without them. It
is one of the essential practices that God has called on
those who endeavor to live in Islam, a state of exist-
ence whereby a human strives to live in submission
to God.

When I came to truly understand the importance of
prayer, the realization was both overwhelming and
quick. It dawned on me that if I was not fulfilling this
precondition, then I really could not claim to be Mus-
lim. Even if I desired to have a solid connection with
the Almighty I was not taking the necessary steps to
do so. I promptly reoriented my life and it has now
been a year and a half that [ have not intentionally
missed a prayer time, whether [ am in the office, mall,
grocery store, out with friends or travelling.

Looking back, I see how wrong I was about the
impracticality of Islamic prayers, which are succinct
and straightforward notwithstanding their resonance.
When I moved from trying to fit prayers into my life to
fitting my life around my prayer schedule, I instantly
removed a great deal of clutter from my daily routine.
Since regular prayer promotes emotional consistency
and tranquility, I began to eliminate excess negativity
and cut down on unnecessary chitchat, helping me be
more focused, productive and patient.

Over a short period of time, what amazed me was
how easy and fluid the prayers became. Performing
the early-morning prayer actually gave me a burst
of energy during the day and, gradually, the prayers
that I had initially perceived as cumbersome became
an essential facet of my routine. With God’s help, I
would find ways to make a prayer regardless of the
hurdles. While in Canada for the summer, I would
often catch duhr prayer in a department store fitting
room, with the help of a handy Islamic prayer com-
pass application on my iPhone.

«“Verily the soul becomes accustomed to what you
accustom it to.” That is to say: what you at first burden
the soul with becomes nature to it in the end.»

This is a line drawn from a magnificent book I am
in the process of reading by great Islamic thinker Al-
Ghazali, entitled «Invocations and Supplications:
Book IX of the Revival of Religious Sciences.» Al-
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Ghazali describes a series of formulas, drawn from
the Qur’an and Hadith, which we can repeat to help
us attain greater proximity to the divine and purify
our hearts.

At each turn in my quest to enrich my faith, I have
found that what at first appears difficult becomes easy
when performed with sincerity. Soon after I reorient-
ed my life to revolve around prayer, the five prayers
felt insufficient in expressing my devotion. I exam-
ined Hadith, or the traditions of Prophet Muhammad,
peace and blessings be upon him, and discovered
there were optional prayers I could add to my routine.
Since then, I have not let a day pass without praying
them.

To supplement my prayers, I have integrated vari-
ous zikr, or remembrance and mentioning of God,
into my days. Zikr, including repeating such phrases
as «la illa ha il Allah» (There is no God but God),
habitually draws our attention back to God.

Among the many rich invocations mentioned in
Ghazali’s book is this one which I have started to in-
corporate. As we leave our houses each day, if we say
«In the name of God» (Bismillah), God will guide us;
when we add «I trust in God» (Tawakalt al Allah),
God will protect us; and if we conclude with «There
is no might or power save with God» (La hawla wa la
quwwata illa billah), God will guard us.

I suppose to an outsider, these acts of devotion
can appear a bit obsessive, and I have had a couple
of people say this to me. Yet it is an obsession with
the greatest possible consequences that can improve
rather than disintegrate one’s disposition. The more
time I devote to God, the greater the peace of mind I
find filling my life and the more focused I become on
what is important -- such as treating my family and
friends honourably, working hard in my job, giving
charity with compassion and generosity, and main-
taining integrity.

Remembering God throughout the day, through
prayer and invocation, truly does polish the heart as
Hadith teaches; you erase obstructions that would
impede faith in its purest form.

«Truly when a man loves a thing, he repeatedly
mentions 1t, and when he repeatedly mentions a thing,
even if that may be burdensome, he loves it,» writes
Ghazali.

What does it mean when a prayer goes unan-
swered?

In the Quran, God clearly says that He will answer
the prayers of those who pray to Him: «When My
servants ask thee [O Muhammad] concerning Me,
[tell them] I am indeed close: I listen to the prayer of
every suppliant when he calls on Me: Let them also,
with a will, Listen to My call, and believe in Me: That
they may walk in the right way» (Quran 2:186)
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In another verse: «Your Lord says: <Call on me,
I will answer [your prayer]» (Quran 40:60). Conse-
quently, I pray to God for everything in my life, big
or small. If one notices closely, my lips are frequently
fluttering away in silent prayer to God throughout the
day. Most of the time, the Lord answers my prayers.
Sometimes, He does not.

Recently, I asked God for something very, very im-
portant to me. I prayed to Him night and day. I got up
in the early morning to pray extra devotional prayers
before sunrise to make that supplication to Him. I
prayed to God at times when the Prophet said God
will answer those who pray to Him. I prayed almost
constantly for this particular thing. It did not come.

Needless to say, I was sad and disappointed. In the
midst of my sadness, a barrage of thoughts and ques-
tions raced through my head: «What went wrong?
Was it something I did or said? Is God angry with
me?» In fact, I almost wanted to say, « Why?» Fur-
thermore, my sadness gave way to momentary spir-
itual weakness in that I had transient thoughts of re-
bellion against God. I said to myself, «All this prayer,
and it was not answered. Did God not hear me?»

No, God indeed did hear me, but He chose not to
give me what I asked of Him at this particular mo-
ment in my life. The above exchange in my head was
born out of the fact that [ am a human being, subject
to all of the weaknesses and hypocrisies of the human
condition. The Quran told me that this is in my na-
ture: «Now, as for man, when his Lord tries him, giv-
ing him honor and gifts, then said he, <My Lord hath
honored me.” But when He tries him, restricting his
subsistence for him, then said he (in despair), <My
Lord hath humiliated me!’» (Quran 89:15-16).

Now, thank God I did not say God has humiliated
me. Also, thank God, I did not point an angry finger
at the Lord and proceed to disobey His commands.
To do so would be horribly ungrateful. How many
blessings has the Lord bestowed upon me? They are
innumerable. I do not want to be among those who
«worship God, as it were, on the verge,» as the Quran
says, «if good befalls them, they are, therewith, well
content; but if a trial comes to them, they turn on their
faces» (Quran 22:11). When the answer to my prayer
eluded me, I simply put my head down in acceptance,
still sad, and said, «All praise is due to God. God has
decreed thus, and He does what He wills.»

The truth is, the Lord neither abandoned nor humil-
iated me. According to the Prophet, when someone
calls on God, one of three things happen:

(1) it is immediately answered (and I do not have a
shortage of those prayers, thank God);

(2) the answer to the prayer is deferred to Judg-
ment Day, when the supplicant will be handsomely
rewarded;

(3) the prayer will block a calamity that is to befall
that person.

Thus, in my case, either something bad was going
to happen to me, but my unanswered prayer blocked
it, or the Lord is saving the answer to that prayer for
Judgment Day. Either way, I win.

The thing is, I frequently can’t see that; I do not
have Divine Vision. This is another trait of the human
condition. I do not understand God’s wisdom in not
answering that prayer right here, right now. Hence,
my sadness and disappointment. Yet, my role is to be
patient with the will of God and continue to be a hum-
ble, devout servant. God will answer other prayers.
Perhaps God will one day let me see the wisdom of
His decision. He has done so already once before.

When I was a senior in high school, I applied for
an honors program in medicine in which I would be
guaranteed a spot in medical school after three years
of college. My application was very competitive: a
4.0 GPA and a whole host of extracurricular activi-
ties, honors, and awards. I prayed and prayed and
prayed and prayed. I was not accepted, and I felt the
same sadness and disappointment then as I do now.
Yet, I did not despair or become rebellious against
God. Three years later, I was accepted to medical
school without a bachelor’s degree. In fact, [ was the
only one in my medical school class to be accepted
right out of college.

I reminded myself of this during my recent sadness.
While I do not understand God’s wisdom, I have to
trust that He has my best interest in mind, and that He
will not do me harm. This is what God wants, and |
have to be patient.

Even though this prayer was not answered immedi-
ately, I will continue to pray. I will continue to try and
get up before sunrise and pray those extra devotional
prayers. I will, in fact, pray more to God now than
I have done so in the past. God always hears those
who call on Him, and I will live my life making sure
He constantly hears my voice. And the most beauti-
ful thing is, He never gets tired of hearing that voice.
That is why nothing else in this world except He de-
serves to be worshipped.

* Daliah Merzaban 1s an Egyptian-Canadian jour-
nalist, editor and economic analyst with a decade of
experience in the Gulf region, Egypt and Canada.
Hesham A. Hassaballa is a physician and writer based
in Chicago.

Complete article i1s found on the web site www.
IslamiCity.com. Article Ref: [IC1112-4943%
1C0809-3659.
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