LISTENING
TO THE
PROPHETS
Prophetic Compassion

THE AWAKENING PROJECT

IAIN ROSS

PREFACE
The guide has a three-part structure. The introduction consists of questions to help you reflect on your
current ideas and experiences of compassion. This is followed by listening guides for six prophetic
voices. These are:
1. Mary Jo Leddy: The Other Face of God
2. Gregory Boyle: Radical Kinship
3. Ivan Illich: The Corruption of the Best is the Worst
4. John McKnight: Compassionate Communities
5. Bob Holmes: Compassionate Activism
6. Pope Francis: Compassion on the World Stage
The guide concludes with questions to help you reflect on the experience of listening to these prophetic
voices, and how your ideas might have changed or developed.
Compassion is a powerful force in the world. People of faith, and secular activists have long wrestled with
the tension between fighting for justice and showing forgiveness and compassion. This can be seen the
long and pained debates surrounding pacifism in Christianity: are there some situations where violence
is necessary? Can violence be the lesser of two evils? What about the theological tensions between
justice and salvation? That is, how does the desire to build a just society here on earth square with
religion’s emphasis on transcendence? Yet another pressing issue is the increasing polarisation of many
parts of the world. Where do we draw the lines of Them and Us? If we desire to draw no lines of division
at all, what are the practical implications? Who do we find it hard to include?
For many people, compassion is a practice of central importance as we navigate these questions,
regardless of where you stand politically and theologically. So, how can we understand what compassion
is and what compassion does? How can we engage with the world proactively yet compassionately? A
helpful place to start is to listen to voices of people who have dedicated their lives to compassionate
action[1]. This listening guide contains short biographies, selected quotations, videos and podcasts
related to six such people. We might consider them ‘prophetic’ in the sense that their ideas and practices
of compassion are also a powerful critique of a public sphere marked often by suspicion, fear and
animosity. In their own way, they each see compassion as a link between justice and divine
transcendence.
The voices in this guide are Christian. However, we hope that it will be useful to those of other faiths and
none as well as to Christians. It can be used alone for personal reflection, or in a group to facilitate
discussion. Our aim is not to convince you of any political or theological position. Our hope for this guide
is that it help you:
o Feel inspired by, and connected to, the compassion, courage and conviction of these prophetic voices
o Explore the relationship between compassion, faith and justice
o Develop a sense of the power of compassion in various spheres of life
[1] For many, contemplative or meditative practice is foundational to fostering compassion.
As such, contemplation is the theme of another complete listening guide in the Awakening
Project. For this reason, this listening guide focusses on public ministries, outreach
programmes and theological ideas that are based in compassion, as opposed to contemplative
spiritual practices that hope to foster compassion in an individual or group.

INTRODUCTION
CONTEMPLATION AND ACTION

The following questions are designed to
help you reflect of the nature of
compassion. There are no right or
wrong answers. It is normal that our
ideas about these issues change and
develop over time. Take note of your
responses to these questions, as we will
return to them at the end of this guide.
1. What is compassion? Is there anyone
in your life that you would consider
particularly compassionate? How do you
know?
2. What is the relationship between
compassion and faith?
3. What kinds of people is it difficult to
be compassionate towards? Think about
this at both the individual level, and as
groups (e.g. a neighbourhood, faith
community or country).
4. What is the relationship between
compassion and social activism? Should
we be compassionate towards the
oppressor, the oppressed or both? Why?
What would this look like in practice?

5. What is the relationship between compassion
and criminal justice? Should we be
compassionate towards criminals, victims, or
both? Why? What would this look like in practice?
6. What is the relationship between professional
services and compassion? Does a compassionate
society require adequate service provision for
every citizen, or do professional services inhibit
our ability to be compassionate?
7. What effect does compassion have on
someone’s leadership ability? What benefits does
compassionate leadership bring? Does it bring
any disadvantages or create any obstacles?

1. MARY JO LEDDY
THE OTHER FACE OF GOD

Mary Jo Leddy is a writer, teacher and social activist. She is the founder of Romero’s House – a
community that walks with refugees as they settle in Canada.
Read the Prophet Bio for Mary Jo Leddy, read the selected quotations and watch the
online materials.
Questions for reflection/discussion:
- Leddy describes her encounters with refugees in need as a kind of ‘summons’ to transcendent
meaning. What do you think she means by this?
- Are there any injustices or marginalised people in our world today that you feel summon you
to a more meaningful and compassionate way of life?
- In her book Our Friendly Local Terrorist (Between the Lines, 2010), Leddy recounts the story of
Suleyman Goven, a refugee who was accused by the Canadian Security Intelligence Service
(CSIS) of being a terrorist and thus taken advantage of. The book hoped to change the image of
refugees in the minds of the public. What role does compassion play in challenging stereotypes
and prejudices?

2.GREGORY BOYLE
RADICAL KINSHIP

Gregory Boyle is an American Jesuit Priest and founder of the Homeboy Industries – a rehabilitation
programme for gang members in Los Angeles.
Read the Prophet Bio for Gregory Boyle, read the selected quotations and listen to/watch
the online materials.
Questions for reflection/discussion:
- The idea that ‘we belong to each other’ is important in Gregory Boyle’s view of the world. What
do you think he means by this?
- Boyle bases his ministry to gang members on the idea that ‘bad people’ do not exist, only hurt
and unhealthy people. Do you agree? Can you think of any groups in society who are
sometimes considered ‘bad people’ who may be better understood as hurt or unhealthy
people?
- Gregory Boyle has said, ‘no kinship no justice, no kinship no peace’. Here he is modifying the
phrase ‘no justice no peace,’ which is a common refrain in social justice activism. Do you agree
that a kinship, or compassion more generally, is foundational for social action? If so, what
would it mean to be compassionate to criminals or oppressors?
- Boyle has said that a world marked by radical kinship is ‘God’s Dream’. Does this square with
your understanding of your faith tradition? Are there any tensions with this idea and your faith
tradition? If you are not part of a faith tradition, does this understanding of religion resonate
with faith traditions you have encountered?

3.IVAN ILLICH
THE CORRUPTION OF THE BEST IS THE WORST
Ivan Illich was a theologian and Catholic priest renowned for his radical critique of modern
institutions and vocal advocacy of the Christian ethic of freely chosen love.
Read the Prophet Bio for Ivan Illich, read the selected quotations and listen to/watch the
online materials.
Questions for reflection/discussion:
- Illich describes the, meticulous, considered and careful administration of pain in modern
prisons as the highest kind of cruelty. What do you think he means by this? Do you agree?
- Illich describes the prison system as a colossus, a word that he uses to mean a lifeless mirror
of society. What do you think he means? How does the treatment of incarcerated people reflect
the values and beliefs of our societies?
- Illich compares the traditional Christian definition of evil as the absence of good with what he
sees as a secular fascination with transcendent evil not in reference to the Good. Can you see
evidence of this in the prison system? Does society view the criminal a one lacking goodness or
one infused with evil? What about international politics? If so, what do you think the effect of
this view of evil is?
- For Illich, the core of Christian revelation is possibility of the free, embodied choice to love
those who are outside the boundaries of love obligated by culture, tradition or familial ties. In
some ways this is an elaborate definition of compassion. Do you agree that this is at the core of
Christian revelation? If not, what do you think is missing from this discussion? If you are part of
a different religious tradition, what role do you think compassion plays theologically in your
tradition?
- In the interview entitled ‘The Corruption of Christianity,’ Illich describes the ‘compulsory care’
and the ‘charade of benevolence’ of modern institutions like schools, hospitals, prisons and
development agencies as a ‘liberal fantasy’ which ‘poisons charity in the modern world.’ To what
extent do you agree with this? Can institutions ‘care’ in a meaningful way?
- What advice, if any, do you think Ivan Illich would offer those involved in social justice
activism?

4. JOHN MCKNIGHT
COMPASSIONATE COMMUNITIES
John McKnight is an educator and community organiser. He has written, spoken and worked
for decades in projects that focus on people’s assets and abilities, instead of their problems
and needs.
Visit the page on John McKnight on the Awakening Project website and listen
to/watch the materials posted.
Questions for reflection/discussion:

- What role do traditional and community-based associations play in fostering
compassionate
relationships?
- John McKnight argues that people who have been labeled with disabilities should be
included in communities instead of separated in professional care-giving institutions.
This depends on committed, meaningful relationships being formed within communities.
Do you think professional service institutions provide us with
opportunities to grow in compassion or deprive us of them?
- Does compassion primarily involve recognising the pain and need of others, recognising
their gifts and talents, or both in equal measure?

5. BOB HOLMES
COMPASSIONATE ACTIVISM
Bob Holmes is a peace activist based in Toronto. He has engaged in what he describes as
‘Gospel peace-making’ in Canada and around the world.
Read the Prophet Bio for Bob Holmes, read the selected quotations and listen
to/watch the online materials.
Questions for reflection/discussion:

- Bob Holmes talks about ‘disarming the heart’. This metaphor implies that there are
‘weapons of the heart’ that need to be laid down. What do you think these are? Do they
have more or less power to harm than physical weapons?
- Bob Holmes talks about ‘undoing our own oppressions’. By this he means working to
address the oppression which we ourselves as individuals or as groups are complicit in.
Can you think of any injustices or oppression that your community has contributed to?
How does it make you feel to reflect on this? How can we ‘disarm our own hearts’ and
become better listeners?
- At the end of the presentation made at Voices for Peace in 2018, Bob Holme receives a
question about the legitimate use of violence in the struggle for justice. How would you
respond to this situation? Are there any situations where violence should or could be
used in the struggle for justice?

POPE FRANCIS
COMPASSION ON THE WORLD STAGE
Jorge Mario Bergoglio, once the archbishop of Buenos Aires in Argentina, became Pope in
2013. He is known for his teachings on mercy, as well as public actions of compassion and
solidarity like washing the feet of young incarcerated women and continuing to use public
transport even as Pope.
Visit the pages on Pope Francis on the Awakening Project website and read the
materials posted.
Questions for reflection/discussion:

- Pope Francis’ public actions of compassion and solidarity has surprised many people,
both Catholic and non-Catholic. Why do you think this is? Why are so few world leaders
known for their compassion?
- Is compassion a sign of weakness in a leader?
- Does Pope Francis’ reputation for compassion give him more or less authority as a
world leader?

CONCLUSION
LISTENING DEEPLY

We have briefly looked at the lives and projects of six people who could be considered
‘prophetic’ because their compassionate work reveals and decries what is wrong in
society.
Whatever our own political and religious perspectives, it is important to listen to voices
like theirs as we seek to build a better society. To listen deeply means a willingness to let
the lives of these individuals change us in some way.
Look back to the responses you gave to the questions in the introduction of this guide.
Having listened to these six prophetic voices, have any of your perspectives changed or
broadened? Which?
To conclude, think about the following reflection questions:
- Which, if any, of the six people discussed in the guide inspire you?
- Are there any groups of people you feel freshly inspired to show compassion towards?
- Do any of the six prophetic voices help you be more compassionate towards yourself?
- If you are a person of faith, do you feel that these ministries, ideas and community
programmes are congruent with your faith tradition? Have they changed your
perspective of your faith tradition or of a tradition not your own? If you have no religious
affiliation, do they inspire you to consider faith anew?

For more resources, visit the Awakening Project website: https://awakeningproject.ca/

