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• Tara Reynor O’Grady is a Human Rights and Social Media Activist. 

• One of the founding members of BRAVO (Bahrain Rehabilitation & Anti-Violence Organization). 

• She has been following the plight of the medics in Bahrain. 
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“Whoever observes a sovereign legalizing what God has made unlawful, 

violating the covenant of God, opposing the Sunnah of the Messenger of God, 

and treating the creatures of God sinfully and oppressively, and does not 

oppose him with his speech and action, God has a right to bring him to the 

same fate as that of the tyrant.”- Prophet Muhammad 

Last weel, the United Nations commemorated victims of acts of violence based 

on religion or belief, so as we are in Muharram, the Islamic New Year, it is a 

provident opportunity to mention repentance, atonement and renewal. 

Muharram significantly marks the day that Moses and the Israelites were 

saved from Pharaoh, it is the Islamic equivalent to the Jewish ‘Yom Kippur’. It 

memorialises the day that Noah left the Ark and when the Holy Prophet 

Mohammad (pbuh) arrived in Medina completing the Hegira to escape 

assassination. However, it is also the cruel day that marked the beginning of 

one of the most notorious battles in history as foretold by Prophet Mohammed 

(pbuh) "my son, al-Husayn, will be killed alone and thirsty in al-Taff". Hussein 

ibn Ali, the rightful Caliph, was betrayed, forsaken by the Ummah, and vastly 

outnumbered and slain along with the majority of his household and 
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companions at the Battle of Karbala on the day of Ashura, Muharram 10, by the 

army of the tyrant-imposter Yazid ibn Muawiyah. 

 

We all search for examples of ‘Good Men and Good Women’ to follow, 

champions of justice, who are morally highly regarded, steadfast, dignified and 

honorable. We try to bring some of the lessons of their lives into our own to 

help us cope with our ordeals and to be lead by their wisdom, hoping to leave 

useful tools for our own children to use as resources in their own tribulations. 

In my quest I have found that God reveals Himself to me through other people. 

He uses people to encourage, comfort and help each other, to send us 

messages and to hold each other accountable. Perhaps my conversation makes 

people feel uncomfortable; indeed I can be accused of being too outspoken 

about faith and about God. However, my life is defined by my own connection 

with God and the burden of duty I feel to ease the pain in the world by 

addressing injustice and cruelty in the hopes of offering encouragement and 
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fostering a desire for harmony. This is my own private interpretation of being a 

human rights defender.  

 

It did not take me long to reach the conclusion that Hussein was the very best 

of men, both of his time and of all men since. It is because of Imam Hussein 

and his brother Abbas that I am convinced in the hadith of the Holy Prophet 

Mohammed. “I have seen something in the man and I am not the kind of 

person who would ever choose anyone in preference to him”. Zayd ibn Harithah 

(ibn Muhammad). Clearly I will never be able to read the Arabic and exquisite 

calligraphy of the Quran, so instead I must watch and listen to the people that 

I know, who have taught me more by the example of their lives than I can read 

in a lifetime.  I was never interested in going on a pilgrimage before. No one in 

History appealed to me sufficiently to make the effort to visit their resting 

place, or where they were born or to pay homage at their shrine. However, the 

more I learned of Imam Hussain, and the events of Ashura, the more I was 

confident that my path would lead me to Karbala. 
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Permit me to shed some light on my position. For as long as I can remember, 

since early childhood, I have been spiritually conscious; my parents introduced 

me to a relationship with God and while I was raised Christian, Mum and Dad 

came from opposing sects. My Mothers family were on one side Protestant, 

Church of Ireland and by default were British Royalists and loyal to the royal 

family; my great Grandfather taught in the British Military College. On Mums 

paternal side they were Catholics and fierce Irish Freedom Fighters involved in 

the Revolution of 1916 and worked in printing and journalism.  

 

In contrast, my father’s people were merchants of Protestant Huguenot faith 

who had fled to Ireland from Catholic persecution in France in the 16th century. 

Historically they had been Crusaders, Knights Hospitaller of the Order of St. 

John. According to family tradition, through this bloodline I have both Jewish 

and Islamic heritage. My paternal grandmothers people were “Black Irish”, with 

olive skin and wild hair that was exotically dark, and my father was the eldest 
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of her nine living children. My grandfather was a Train Station Master during 

World War II. He was a giant of a man with massive hands who bravely saved 

numerous lives from falling between carriages and on the train tracks, and who 

sometimes brought home rare and precious oranges or pineapples for his many 

children when boxes of fruit fell off the back of the wagons. 

 

Although my father worked for the Headquarters of an Irish financial company 

in England, we lived in a village of mostly Metropolitan Police families outside 

London during The Troubles of the 1970s. This was an incredible time of turmoil 

for our islands long and bitter history, we had experienced 800 years of colonial 

occupation, dissent, and atrocious human rights aberrations that saw the Irish 

population starved and over 2 million perish as a direct result of a man made 

famine, or in modernity, genocide. The Troubles were the continuation of 

Irelands 800 year war against the British occupation. For my own part, I was 

known in school as ‘The little Irish Girl’ which meant I was destined for abuse 
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at the hands of teachers, and certain of a daily, ‘good old fashioned’ schoolyard 

beating.  

Occasionally I was driven home by staff members having been pushed down 

stairs, or had my face rubbed along a pebbled stone wall for the crime of being 

from Ireland. I was five. Returning to my native country a few years later, I was 

tormented in school and in my neighborhood for having an English accent. 

Thus, from an early age I had no tolerance for the loathsome torment of bullies, 

tyrants, intimidators, harassers. I met them early, and while I was not quick to 

defend myself, preferring to try ‘reason’, I had particular distaste for those who 

behaved with cruelty towards anyone weaker than them, and those who 

encouraged others to join in their hateful behavior. These characters felt the 

weight of my fury as a child, when all I had to defend my little brother were my 

angrily balled up fists.  

 

My early teens were spent at a private convent school in Dublin, Ireland, where 

we had frequent bomb scares, army and police checkpoints and emergency 
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protocols in shops and at school in case of terrorist attacks. This way of life 

became perfectly normalized and we saw nothing unique or strange about it as 

we lived our lives skirting around the danger zones.  

 

After my family migrated to America, where we were from the mid 80s to 90s, I 

was immersed in a multi cultured religiosity that was so contrary to my Irish 

experience that I had to significantly expand my beliefs on the HOW to 

embrace an active relationship with God and the diversity of multiple faiths. I 

met, befriended and sometimes attended church with Mormons, Baptists, 

Evangelicals, Seventh Day Adventists, Spiritualists, American Indians, 

Humanists, Agnostics, Atheists, Jews, Muslims or those who believe in 

reincarnation, resurrection, universal energy or the great void. I listened to them 

all respectfully and was glad for them, for their faith and their commitment to 

it. But they could not adequately captivate my attention and did not influence 

the path of my devotion.  
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At no time in my life did I feel this more keenly than in the years since I was 

diagnosed with cancer. I was attending university to take a degree in Politics, 

International Relations and History, aiming to focus my studies on the 

personality of War and on the Middle East. In January 2012 I was booked on a 

flight to visit Bahrain for research and to monitor the peaceful street protests 

and the harsh reaction of the regime forces against those participating in the 

nightly marches. It grieved me more that I couldn’t leave for Bahrain than the 

fact that I had to stay in Ireland for surgery and chemotherapy. My daughter, 

who was 4 at the time, told me that she believed the cancer was Gods way of 

protecting me from something worse. Al Karim, God is generous and He 

provides for us in all things. Consequently, whatever God had left for me of life, 

I pledged that my time, as a person of “The Book”, would be devoted to 

relieving the plight of those persecuted for their faith and for their chosen path 

to Him.  

It was my Dad who brought my attention, as a child, to the subject of religious 

persecution and I am convinced that my journey to eventually meet with 

Hussein began at this time. To me, all the other ‘human rights’ follow from 
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freedom of religion because our faith informs our sense of justice and our 

desire for freedom.  I consider this hatred of others religion or faith to be the 

very worst of wickedness, and discovering this evil ignited a curiosity in me 

regarding the space between the religions, the common space of shared 

histories that are interpreted by us through our varying prisms of guidance, 

knowledge and understanding, which I believe point towards Ashura. The 

essence of this holy day can arguably be considered a perfect example of 

extraordinary religious cohesion.  

 

Countless historic personalities have referred to Imam Hussein and the Battle 

of Karbala as the ultimate illustration of honour and sacrifice for liberty. 

Mahatma Gandhi declared “Hussain marched with his little company not to 

glory, not to power or wealth, but to a supreme sacrifice and every member of 

that gallant band, male and female, knew that the foes were implacable, were 

not only ready to fight but to kill. Denied even water for the children, they 

remained parched under a burning sun, amid scorching sands yet no one 
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faltered for a moment and bravely faced the greatest odds without flinching.” 

The writer Victor Hugo said, “the principles of Hussain’s revolution became an 

approach to every rebel who wants to take his rights from his oppressors”, and 

Charles Dickens reasoned that “If Hussain fought to quench his worldly desires, 

then I do not understand why his sisters, wives and children accompanied him. 

It stands to reason therefore that he sacrificed purely for Islam.” It is perhaps 

most revealing that while terrorist attacks have scourged Shia Muslims in 

several countries each year on the day of Ashura, this repeated experience of 

violence has served only to inspire even greater numbers of pilgrims, now 

annually reaching over 15 million souls joining the walk to Karbala during 

Arbaeen.  

 

Meeting Hussein was like finally visiting an old friend who had been with me, 

to my side, all along but whom I could never quite ‘see’. As if I were coming to 

know a misremembered family member, someone whom I realised immediately 

had already been holding a place in my heart. It was as if prickles of DNA in the 
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back of my neck were triggered and I envisioned my forefathers standing with 

the family of the Holy Prophet at Karbala, perhaps defending them as they 

prayed, as much a part of The Ummah as the other followers of the Ahlul Bayt, 

and their Commander in Chief, the grandson of the holy Prophet Mohammed 

(pbuh), Al-Ḥusayn ibn ʿAlī ibn Abi Talib. “Before I die I shall fight the enemies of 

Allah, with my sword and my tongue serve the grandson of his prophet” Jawn 

bin Huwai, (Christian companion of Hussein at the Battle of Karbala). 

 

With respect, the various rituals of Ashura should not be mistaken for 

something exclusive or peculiar to any one faith. Commemoration through 

memorial services, re-enactments, public mourning processions, raising of 

banners and flags, communal weeping and lamentation, recitation of poetry 

and narration of events, beating of the breast and self flagellation are each 

observed internationally and in multiple religions as acts of contrition, grief, 

homage and respect. This expression of sorrow and contrition must be followed 

with some positive action on the part of the participant. With the transparency 
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invoked by Imam Hussein, if we can explain and educate others  understanding 

of Ashura  we can strengthen relations among people of different faiths who 

are struggling for justice and equality and can undoubtedly contribute towards 

easing tensions based on religious, social and political differences. These 

‘differences’ amount to the classification of people according to their Religion 

which has been a political tool used to fuel sectarianism between people of 

conflicting ideology to alienate them from each other, and in so doing weaken 

their collective opposition to tyrants.  

 

Imam Hussein has a crucial message that is perfect for these modern times, 

“Do not bow to tyrants, defend those who cannot defend themselves, and do 

not be silent when you witness oppression”. This is a direct order to foster 

harmony, it is not a call to revolution, but rather a demand for universal social 

action, because make no mistake, Yazid is alive and well in our modern world. 

But so too is our legendary sacrificial hero, the immortal Hussein, without 

whom Islam could not have survived, and in whom the path of religion towards 
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God was made perfect. "Every day is Ashura and every place is Karbala." Ya 

Hussein. 
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