The following is the text of a speech I delivered on Saturday Feb 5th to a small group of about 50 Tunisians who gathered together for a dinner here in Ottawa. 
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To my Muslim sisters and brothers who have come to this country from your native Tunisia, I would like to say that you remind people like me of the importance of the freedoms I take so much for granted for I have always lived in a country where freedom of speech and conscience, for the most part, are highly respected. Most of you have not come here by choice but were forced to leave your home and country due to circumstances which were beyond your control.  You have responded to a longing which resides in the heart of every living human being - a longing for freedom. Freedom from oppression, freedom from fear, freedom of expression, and freedom of conscience. Freedom is a beautiful thing and many have suffered and died to taste for a mere moment in time a few drops of its sweet nectar.  

I sometimes forget the struggles which had to take place in order to gain those freedoms I so much enjoy. But I was reminded time and again of how fragile those rights can be and how easily they can be eroded or disregarded when I witnessed during my time in Montreal the plight of many vulnerable people, especially Palestinians, Algerians and undocumented domestic workers, who were facing deportation with the threat of torture and economic insecurity hanging over their heads. I also witnessed the plight of those brothers who were unjustly accused and issued security certificates and who had to spend a large chunk of their lives in prison with no real evidence which would indicate their guilt.  All these people wanted was to enjoy freedom, the room to breathe and lead a normal life, but that was being denied them. Some were successful in their struggle while others were sent back to their country of origin and I have no idea what became of them. 

On a daily basis I followed with complete horror the cases of our brothers Maher Arar and Abdullah Almalki, and so many others, whose rights were so unjustly violated and the courageous battles which were launched on their behalf in order to secure their freedom and establish their innocence. Yet there are so many more, whose names we do not even know, whose rights and freedoms are violated on a daily basis by the very same people who smugly preach to us eloquent sermons about freedom and democracy. But the words of all these nice sounding constitutions and human rights resolutions are not worth the paper they are written on if they are not put into practice. 

But it was Thomas Jefferson who stated, "All tyranny needs to gain a foothold is for people of good conscience to remain silent," and he also said that "The price of freedom is eternal vigilance." 

And we must indeed not remain silent for silence will allow those in power to further strip away our rights and keeps us bound by the shackles of tyranny. Sadly, there are some Muslim scholars who follow a school of thought which tells us that  it is forbidden to rebel in any way against the rulers and that we must submit to them without any resistance. I utterly reject such a ludicrous oipnion as it stands opposed to human reason. When these rulers have lost all legitimacy and adopt as their creed tyranny and oppression then all the mullahs, and their fascistic like fatwas, will not crush the human spirit's demand for freedom. Any ruling which denies us our basic human rights and strips us of our dignity can be safely ignored. 

You have come to this country to enjoy the freedoms I have always enjoyed but I know today that your hearts are torn for you long to be with your people and family whom you have left behind. No matter what anyone tells you, there is no place like home. Yes, Canada is home for you now, but your roots and deep affections are also with your people and families as they struggle for freedom from tyranny and oppression. Some of you may even have a deep sense of guilt that you cannot be with your people and families during this crucial time in your nation's history. But one thing is certain - you will never forget. 

I received a letter yesterday from an Egyptian sister named Fatma El-Mehelmy here in Ottawa and I want to read it to you. She writes: 

Dear family and friends, 

"My son Ahmed just advised me that he is taking a plane to Egypt to join the protesters. He was concerned about me. I told him no one goes before his time, your life and safety is as valuable as the life and safety of all the Egyptian youths trying to get their basic legitimate rights: democracy, social justice and reform to end corruption. After all I am an Egyptian mother joining the mothers of the brave Egyptian youths. Please join me in praying for their victory and safety. Please appeal to all levels of the Canadian government and International bodies to support this peaceful revolution in a firm manner."

I can just imagine the anguish in this mother's heart as she thinks of her son entering such a volatile situation in which his life is in possible danger. We have all seen the live footage coming out of Egypt and I am sure none of you would want any member of their family to be in the middle of Tahrir Square. But as Fatma states in her letter, the life of her son "is as valuable as the life and safety of all the Egyptian youths trying to get their basic legitimate rights: democracy, social justice and reform to end corruption." 
Do you know what a mother worries about? 
She WORRIES about your food!
She WORRIES about your clothes!
She WORRIES about your health!
She WORRIES about your education!
She WORRIES about your future!
She WORRIES about your whole life!

Can their be anything greater on this earth in which we live than a love of a mother for her child? I say it is impossible to find such love. But sister Fatma, and I am sure many of you would feel the same way, makes it known that love of her country and people and the love of her son are all wrapped up together and that she is proud of her son for she has poured these feelings of love of country into him and he is now bravely acting upon them.

Once again I wish to quote Thomas Jefferson who wrote, “That to secure these rights, governments are instituted among men, deriving  their just powers from the consent of the governed. That whenever any form   of government becomes destructive to these ends, it is the right of the   people to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to effect their safety and happiness."

This is exactly what the people of Tunisa and Egypt are doing. We are witnessing history unfold as the aspiration for freedom repeats itself yet again and will continue to repeat itself as long as humanity exists on this planet. 

I will give the final word to a man who I saw on a video clip from Tahrir Square for I feel his words sum up what were all feeling today. With full passion and conviction he boldly proclaimed in front of the camera before disappearing into the crowd of protesters: 

"WE WILL NOT BE SILENCED, WHETHER YOU'RE CHRISTIAN, WHETHER YOU'RE MUSLIM, WHETHER YOU'RE AN ATHEIST, YOU WILL DEMAND YOUR G-DDAMN RIGHTS, AND WE WILL HAVE OUR RIGHTS, ONE﻿ WAY OR THE OTHER! WE WILL NOT BE SILENCED!." 
Thank you!
