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Dedications



Thank you to Allah SWT for blessing me and for helping me through my journey.


To all those individuals who have impacted my life in some way. Your role in my life, no matter how temporary, has left an impression on my heart that has made me who I am today…


Thank you for that. You will always be remembered.


Last, but certainly not least, to women and girls everywhere.


I hope that you can relate to some aspect of this book and that you find the courage within to share your own story.















Foreword



“Life is full of challenges; it is how we deal with them that makes us who we are.” It’s with this thought in mind that I took my first step off the podium at my book launch on March 17, 2010 at the Novotel Hotel in Mississauga in front of all of my family, my friends, and the many angels that touched my life in so many ways. I made a commitment to myself, to Allah SWT**, and to all those present that I would be grateful for all I had received; that I would find the courage to live each and every moment to its fullest and to enjoy the happiness which I found, like a person who finds light at the end of a dark tunnel.


At that time, and in that moment, when asked about writing another book, I told the many people there, that I would not write again until I had accomplished something great or I experienced enough that I would feel the need to share my experience again with my friends and family and appreciate their contributions in my life. When asked about a timeline of when I thought this may happen, I answered five to seven years.


Now, here I am, less than four years later, writing another book.


This book, however, does not span a decade of my life, but rather it is about the last two-and-half years of my life. I never once thought that I would experience so much in such a short time. Then again, in the words of Forest Gump, “Life is like a box of chocolates, you never know what you’re going to get.” Today, I sit and write again—for the first time in years—with the intention of sharing my life experiences in a way that others can relate to.


Living the life of a single, young Muslim woman activist, I know what it means to be living a life of solitude, reassuring myself over and over that my life is to serve others and not myself. Taking care of others is what’s important; I’m not as important; it’s about self-sacrifice and it’s about seeking the pleasure and goodwill of others and, of course, Allah the Almighty.


Never once did I believe that life is meant to be lived in a way that allows you to love yourself and live to your fullest, while still being helpful, caring and compassionate towards others. I always advocated for respect and honour for all and women in particular and did my best to give it to others as much as I expected it for myself. But was I really giving myself the kind of respect, honour, and love that I deserved? That was the question.


It wasn’t until April of 2011 that I realized just how much I had neglected myself and parts of my life.


This book outlines that journey of finding myself and meeting myself face-to-face for the first time and finding the courage and strength to take one small step at a time to love myself in order to experience true happiness, love, and laughter.


This book is a small window into my heart and the life that I now have. By the end of the book, I hope that you find the courage within yourself to love and appreciate “you” in all of who “you are.”


Farheen Khan


March 21, 2014
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In the Name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful

















CHAPTER 1



Evaluating the Purpose of Life




“Every choice before you represents the universe inviting you to remember who you are and what you want.”


—Alan Cohen




LIFE’S LESSONS




• Reflect and understand what your purpose in life is


• Work hard each day to live your reality; your purpose


• Don’t judge others–focus on yourself and your path







 


People spend their whole lives trying to understand their purpose in life. There are some who never find out why they are really here and live life just going through the motions just to get by. There are others who find their path and work hard each and every day to get there. I am one of the fortunate individuals that has found my life’s purpose and has been able to make it my everyday reality.


My name is Farheen Khan and I was born in Mississauga, Ontario, Canada, on October 17, 1980. My name when translated into its root language Persian/Farsi means “Happiness.” Not just happiness for a single person, but happiness that is experienced by a group of people who are feeling the “happiness” together. My life’s purpose in a very broad sense is: to support, assist, and spread happiness in people’s lives and to empower them to make a change in themselves, their own lives and the lives of those around them for the betterment of all.


After five years of living my purpose day-in and day-out, I have reached a point where I need to re-evaluate my plan of action and determine what my next steps are moving forward. So what is my life’s purpose now?


Well if you had asked me that 15 years ago at age 16, I would have said that my purpose was to become a doctor and save people’s lives each day, to give them an opportunity to live a worry-free, healthy life.


Ten years ago, when I was working in Corporate Canada, my answer would have been to become the CEO or Vice President of a Financial Corporation and retire with a million dollar home on Mississauga Road in Mississauga, facing the lake, with two cars, one of which would be my all-time favourite Mercedes CLK 320.


But life doesn’t always work out as we intend it to. We spend our entire lives planning what we want and who we want to be. Especially being born and raised in North America, we are socialized from an early age to really plan our lives, so much so that sometimes children know “what they want to be when they grow up” even before they can speak. Like my baby nephew who wanted to be “Bob the Builder” years before he could even speak a full sentence. In my previous book From Behind the Veil: A Hijabi’s Journey to Happiness, I spoke a lot about my journey to finding happiness, a journey which was triggered by a very unfortunate series of events that began post-9/11 in the form of gendered Islamophobia.


My experiences as a Muslim Hijabi Woman living in Canada in the post-9/11 reality that Muslim Canadians have been facing for the last 10 years, my path led me from Corporate Canada to Social Justice, ultimately leading me to discover my true purpose in life.


Which is: to serve others and ensure that human rights are upheld for the most marginalized in society. In particular, from the experiences that I have felt or witnessed, it’s about working with women and children who are dealing with various forms of abuse. It’s about ensuring their safety. Ensuring they have the resources they need to live a peaceful life free of abuse and oppression.


It wasn’t easy figuring out what I was meant to do, and it took time to narrow it down. At first, my purpose was simply “to serve others that are in need,” which then evolved further “to serve and empower marginalized individuals, in particular abused women and children.” When I was at that stage of my “purpose analysis” if you can call it that, I did a lot of work empowering youth and raising awareness on poverty and food insecurity, which got me to where I needed to be. Finally, I was able to really focus my efforts on work that was specific to what I wanted, what I enjoyed, and what I was effective at doing and that was “working with women and children fleeing violence.” I realized just how much this meant to me when I arrived at my current workplace and was hired as the Manager of Development at a shelter for abused women and children. In this role, my work involves raising a total of $300K over a fiscal year and any and all fundraising, development-related tasks for the organization.


Prior to working for the women’s shelter, I worked as the Operations Manager at the local Rape Crisis Centre. In this capacity, my job was to build infrastructure internally as well as raise funds to fill a $120K deficit that the agency had incurred in previous years. I have been working in the not-for-profit sector since 2007 and have had the pleasure of working with many groups including United Way of York Region, United Way of Peel, Louise Russo’s WAVE, the Canadian Breast Cancer Foundation, For Youth Initiative, Media Action (formerly Media Watch), and others. I have also sat on the board of directors of many organizations across the Greater Toronto Area.


Looking at the experience I previously listed, one might think that I have some form of formal post-secondary education in social work, or sociology, which has often been a requirement, at the Masters level for some of the positions that I have held. But the reality is that I have been working since I was 16 years of age due to family circumstances. This means that I began working right out of high school and have continued to work fulltime since. Is that a problem? It depends on how you look at it? Did it mean that I had to work harder to prove myself, even with my experiences and proven skillset.… compared to someone who had a degree? Yes, definitely. Did it mean that when someone asked me the question about where I had studied that I felt uncomfortable? Yes. But did it prevent me from experiencing all that I did? No, not at all. Would life have been easier if I had a degree? Perhaps, but that’s a question that really can’t be answered.


This quote probably best sums up how I surmounted the hurdles brought on by not having formal post-secondary education. “The positive thinker sees the invisible, feels the intangible, and achieves the impossible.” Anonymous.


So I didn’t go to school in the formal (or traditional) sense, but I did have the opportunity to educate myself through participating in a number of leadership training and developments opportunities. I was both honoured and privileged to be a part of such programs as the United Way of Toronto’s CITY Leaders (Creative Institute for Toronto’s Young Leader) and the Maytree Foundation’s Leaders for Change, as well as being a Civic Action Diverse City Fellow in 2010. These opportunities not only expanded my networks further, they gave me the tools to really evaluate myself, my leadership style, and how others perceived me as a leader. It was great to be a part of a group of individuals from various sectors who simply were present to connect and build the city. City Builders that wanted to leave their mark, not for their own benefit, but to leave lasting change in Toronto for the better…


What I found most fascinating about participating in these programs was working with and meeting such accomplished and amazing individuals involved in social justice work, who simply try to improve the lives of others. Meeting them was such a humbling experience.


Not only because you see that gleam in their eyes as they start talking about an issue that they are passionate about, but also because we all seem to have one thing in common and that is faith/hope. There are many examples I can give where we met and heard from those in leadership positions who shared their leadership journeys with us. One such individual is Mr. John Tory. John, like other leaders whom we had a chance to get up close and personal with during our Fellows program in 2010, was willing to answer any question that we had for him. For me, the burning question was “inspiration!” What was it that made John start his journey? Who or what was his inspiration?


John gave us his story of working with his father and how a simple phone call canvassing members for the Conservatives put him on his path to leadership.


Listening to him speak got me thinking that it only takes a moment for someone to realize that this is what I enjoy doing and why I feel the way I do about a particular role, cause or issue. Then it’s about making up your mind, taking one step forward and having faith that your journey is meant to take you in a particular direction, whatever that may be. From there your life begins to change. Slowly, but surely you start to find opportunities and it feels like doors swing open as you walk by. All you have to do is choose which one to walk through.


An excellent quote that really speaks to this is by Wilfred A. Peterson “Explore your mind, discover yourself, and then give the best that is in you to your age and to your world. There are heroic possibilities waiting to be discovered in every person.”


What’s interesting is that no one is really able to explain what that strong faith or belief is in, just that there’s something higher that keeps us moving. To me that higher purpose, that higher being is Allah/God… to others there may be other names that they use and that’s perfectly alright. What’s important is that we believe in something… and acknowledge its existence. Because whether we realize it or not, or whether we want to believe it or not, our life isn’t in our hands… ultimately it’s in HIS. All we can do is have faith and work hard in the direction that we feel is appropriate, the outcome is completely in HIS hands.


So how is this all relevant to “re-evaluating your life’s purpose?” Well for one, it’s important to know what makes you tick, how you can go about making that real and who to surround yourself with, just so that your dream actually becomes a reality. That’s just what I did… in my career path in the non-profit sector.


But beyond the not-for-profit sector, I also had a choice to make about my life and my story, which is why I took it upon myself to share my own personal story.


I published my experience in the form of a book, which is titled From Behind the Veil: A Hijabi’s Journey to Happiness which includes an attack post-911 that was gendered Islamophobia and the impact this attack had on my life. Having experienced what I did, my physical, emotional, and spiritual health deteriorated and I spent the next 10 years struggling to walk the path to healing and recovery.


So, why did I feel that it was necessary for me to share my personal story with the world? I felt it was a vehicle to empower others to speak up about their own experiences and for them to know that they are not alone. As long as someone can relate to even a word of what I said, I have done my job. It wasn’t about selling books or making money, it never was and still isn’t; it’s about sharing a message and connecting people with that message so that they can then share it with others.


My new journey began; in March 2010 I published my book and officially launched it to my family, friends, the angels that touched my life, and the media.


[image: image]


On the day of my book launch… I still remember the thoughts that were going through my mind… I had envisioned and dreamed about this day, this moment so many times before… imagining what it would be like when I would step onto the podium and thank all those who had touched my life in some way. But I don’t recall ever thinking what would happen once I stepped off or what the next step in my life would be now that I had achieved a goal that I had been working on for so long.


When I made that step onto the podium a strange feeling over took me and my mind went blank. “Was this what I was meant to feel like?” “This is the beginning of a new road, but where does it lead?” “Where do I go from here?” “Did I really not even imagine what the next step would look like?” “Was I really that focused on publishing this book, that I left everything else aside?”


That night, as we left the hotel and my friends took me out for Chinese, as I was driving down the streets of Mississauga on my way to the restaurant that I had agreed to meet them at… I thought to myself: “this moment will never come back and that moving forward I would need to begin this new journey of learning and finding myself on my own. And to do that, it would take me time. I promised myself that I would keep writing, but not to write another book immediately, but rather to keep track of my experiences so that at some point in the future, perhaps 5–10 years later I would consider publishing again, sharing with those who supported me the first time, where I was at and how my life had changed yet again.”


Not once did I think that life had so much in store for me sooner than I expected and in such a short period of time.


The very next morning, I woke up in a bit of a daze. I knew I had to do something, but I didn’t really know what or even where to begin.


So I decided to spend the next two days just thinking, contemplating what I had achieved and where I wanted to go next. Anyone who knows me, knows that brainstorming and mind mapping are processes that I take very seriously. So out came the art paper (which I love writing on because I see it as a clear canvas with no restrictions… even just lines on a paper can prevent your mind from really reaching out) and my cheap, but very well-loved/used writing blue ballpoint pen.


I started by listing all the things that I had accomplished. This list included the places I worked, the personal things that I did such as buying a home, a car, etc., and then my leadership opportunities and the projects that I had successfully completed to date.


After much thought and reflection, I felt as though I had done a lot, but not a lot for myself. At age 30, I really had very little to show for all the work I had done. I was not being regretful; how can I regret something I consciously made the decision to do? Ultimately, you can be disappointed at the outcome, but regretting the decision to act is something that I personally don’t understand. I was very content with what I did for others, but the question still remained, what did I do for myself?


And as that thought came into my mind… I felt a sudden and acute sense of exhaustion, a feeling of sheer fatigue from my life and what I had completed in 30 years—of which 14 to 15 years were simply a blur because of family responsibilities, work and volunteer experiences.


But now things would be different… I decided I was going to take care of me. I had spent far too much of my life helping and serving others but in many ways the reality was that I did so at my own expense.


Everyone else would have to wait until I could figure out who I was and what I was meant to do “for me.” And so now having completed my first book and closing that chapter of my life, I was ready to move forward and search for me..… Starting on a new journey… and finding a new path, but the question still remained… how was I going to do this? Since I learn all my lessons by meeting people in some fashion, I was curious at who I would meet this time around… and what the future had in store for me… The reality is that sometimes we don’t realize our life is about change. Our plans lead us to something, but the outcome is completely different.


I had great plans, going back to school, traveling, and working in a management position in a grassroots agency–applying all the things that I had been doing as a consultant for so long, all of which, I hoped would bring me to “finding Farheen.”


With that in mind, I decided to start my plan of action and start pursuing all my goals. But there was a slight difference in my approach this time. I would do what I had to, but would leave my life open to new possibilities that perhaps I couldn’t comprehend or imagine at this point in time. Somewhere deep down inside, I was hoping the answer would come to me in a way that I could easily recognize and then I would begin working towards whatever I was meant to do like I had in the past. But that didn’t stop me from trying and I did… some of my plans were successful, others were completely off the charts with unexpected outcomes.
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“... embarking on a jowrney of finding love and realizing that
in order to love another, you first need to love and care
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