


[bookmark: _GoBack]You are, of course, right to feel proud of your accomplishment today. You have indeed worked long and hard to become a lawyer.

But today, as you enter the legal profession, in whatever capacity, you take on a new role, and new responsibilities.

As lawyers, who have studied law and have the ability to use the law for your clients purposes and often against someone else’s interests, you do indeed have a special position in society.

And yet, you must use this knowledge, this power, in a limited and ethical way, within the system of laws that society has developed, over centuries of human co-existence.

Fundamentally, we live together, generally peacefully and orderly—because, as a recent New York Times column argued, “people are wired to cooperate.” “People have a moral sense. . . a set of universal intuitions that help establish harmony between peoples. . . We feel each other’s pain. You don’t have to teach a child about fairness, they intuitively know it. We rage at injustice and yearn for righteousness. And we applaud the selfless and condemn the selfish.”

Now, that column was a response to arguments made by supporters of the man in the White House who, some may say, has turned his back on collaboration and co-operation. And although this isn’t a political speech, I think it is fair to say that the uncertainty and political upheavals we have been witnessing in the world recently, heighten the importance of a commitment to a basic set of rules and values which govern our behaviour. 

I refer, of course, to the rule of law. A phrase we often utter, but rarely take time to reflect upon.

Recently, I heard a new judge, when being sworn in, quote the noted English historian, E. P. Thompson, who described the “rule of law as an unqualified human good.”

And in my view Thompson was right. Without the rule of law, we would not be able to further our instincts towards harmony, towards collaboration, towards peace and order, to favour selflessness rather than selfishness.

The rule of law is, of course, the principle that our laws apply to all, fairly and equally. That no one is above the law, and that laws, fairly enacted and applied, are what governs our behaviour, and reflect our values.

Our laws impose limits on individual conduct in order to promote the greater good—in tort law and criminal law, to keep us safe, and free from harm. Our laws frame our relationships with one another, in contract and commercial law, facilitating commerce, development and prosperity.

And yet our laws also recognize and protect our individuality and our freedoms, imposing limits on the state, preventing it from unjustified intrusions into our lives and personal activities.

And the rule of law is not just a concept, it is in our Constitution—that Canada is, among other things, founded on the principle of the rule of law.

In Canada, we are fortunate to actually live by that tenet. But we know, looking around the world that the rule of law is not always so well respected.

In dictatorships, of course, we see those who speak out for rights muzzled, locked up, or worse. Even in democracies, the rule of law can be threatened. Again, we watch with concern events south of the border—the criticism of judges and the firing of independent law enforcement officials.

You, as newly called lawyers, are now the protectors, and champions of the rule of law that our society is founded upon. As lawyers, no matter what you do, you have a special responsibility whatever your area of practice, to uphold the principle of the rule of law.

I urge you to reflect on that, and be guided by that responsibility. Often, indeed, most of the time, that just means doing your job—representing your clients vigorously, fairly and ethically, within our system of laws.

But it also means more than that. It means ensuring our laws are respected, and worthy of respect—which means ensuring that our laws evolve as society evolves.

100 years ago, our laws were in many ways unrecognizable from the legal structures we have in place today. Labour laws were just beginning, income security, health and safety, environmental and human rights laws, were unknown. Women were not recognized as persons. 

It is really only since the end of the Second World War—and the victory of democracy and, yes, the rule of law—that we have seen the rise of human rights laws, following the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights by the United Nations in 1948.

And it took another 30+ years before our Charter, modelled on the Universal Declaration, came into effect, just 35 years ago in 1982. I was at Law School then, and few guessed at the impact the Charter would have on our society. At the time, many people speculated that it would have very little impact at all.

How wrong they were.

And I expect that when you look back, say 35 years or so from now, you will be struck by how much the law has changed while you have been a lawyer.

35 years may seem a long time to some of you—it did to me when I was in your seat, but now, not so much. And in human history it is no time at all. But things go fast and society, and law, changes. 

Be an agent of that change. A true protector of the rule of law always seeks to improve it, and that, today, becomes your responsibility.

Be passionate about your work. 

So be passionate about your work. Your advice will be sought in all sorts of contexts, and you will bring your training and knowledge to bear on everything you do—at work, at home, with your friends and in your community. Take on difficult cases, pressing for what you believe is right and just. Your clients will expect no less, and it will be the most rewarding thing you do.

Practising law is not easy. It can and, you can be sure, will at times be stressful. You will feel great responsibility. Your friends and family who have supported you to this stage, and are here today, will need to keep supporting you in the challenges you face, so keep them close.

Also, speak to your colleagues—your fellow lawyers. Draw support from them. When in doubt, ask for help. We make difficult decisions every day, and it is always easier if you discuss problems with others. Many of you will have mentors around you—role models who can guide you. But some of you won’t. Seek out colleagues and friends to be sounding boards for your difficult cases, and your difficult decisions.

We at the Law Society, are here to support you too. Don’t look at us simply as the regulator, but as a resource. We provide coaching and advisory services, mentoring, advice lines, extensive continuing education, and other supports. Take advantage of all that being part of this profession has to offer, and which the Law Society can provide you.

At the same time, remember that there is more to life than work. Make time for your family, your friends, and your community. Give back. Do pro-bono work, serve on community boards, teach, and mentor others. Get involved with legal and community organizations that promote collegiality and professionalism. All of this will mean as much, if not more, to you, than the work you do for your clients.

Your Call to the Bar today is a wonderful achievement that we celebrate, as much for what you have accomplished to get here, as it is a celebration of what is to come. It is to you that we look to continue to develop our laws, and support the rule of law.

I wish you all good luck and great satisfaction in the work you will do; ·

Je vous souhaite bonne chance et beaucoup de satisfaction dans le travail que vous ferez.

Congratulations, félicitations.

Thank you. Merci, Miigwech.




