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PREFACE
The guide has a three-part structure. The introduction consists of questions to help you reflect on your
current ideas and perspectives surrounding civic engagement. This is followed by listening guides for seven
prophetic voices, each representing a different strategy of civic engagement. These are:
1. Rev. Martin Luther King: Nonviolent Direct Action
2. Rev. William Barber: Community Organisation
3. Cindy Blackstock: Going to the Courts
4. Chief Oren Lyons: Changing the Narrative
5. Pete Seeger: Using the Voice of Art
6. Emma Orbach: Conscientious Objection
7. Oscar Romero: Paying the Ultimate Price
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.
This listening guide contains short biographies, selected quotations, videos and podcasts related to seven
people who have dedicated their lives to some kind of civic engagement. We might consider them ‘prophetic
voices’ in the sense that they speak words of divine truth and justice to power, against all the odds. Many,
but not all, of the voices are Christian. Our hope for this guide is that it helps you:
o Develop a greater awareness of key issues of justice in contemporary society
o Develop a sense of the diversity of approaches to civic engagement
o Develop a sense of how people of different faith traditions and backgrounds have approached civic
engagement
o Feel inspired by, and connected to, these prophetic voices in some way
o Grow in your own prophetic voice.
Our aim is not to convince you of any particular civic or theological position. We hope that it will be useful to
Christians, those of other faith traditions, and those of no religious affiliation. It can be used alone for
personal reflection, or in a group to facilitate discussion.
Since the earliest centuries of Christian history, Christians have held different views about how Christians
should engage with governments, if, that is, they should engage at all. In the 4th century CE the Roman
emperor Constantine converted to Christianity. The reactions from Christians were diverse. Some, like the
historian Eusebius, celebrated the conversion of Constantine, hoping that the Roman empire would be
become imbued with Christian values. Others, like the earliest monastic communities, fled to the desert
because they felt only there could they be true to their faith and escape the corruption of the empire.
This tension has continued throughout Christian history. Some groups, like the Anabaptists, continue to seek
radical separation from corrupt political systems and societies. Other groups, like those influenced by the
Social Gospel movement or Catholic Social Teaching, hope to see a Christian vision of justice embodied in
mainstream society. The breadth and depth of traditions, theologies and practices of civic engagement
within Christianity can seem overwhelming, let alone those of other faith traditions and none. Because of
this, many people feel that they want to contribute to building a better society but do not know where to
start.
We would like to suggest that a helpful place to start is listening to those who have gone before us.

INTRODUCTION
CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

Everyone has different ideas and experiences with politics and civic engagement. The following questions
are designed to help you think about your current perspectives and/or the perspectives generally held
within your faith tradition. 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. For you, what does phrase 'civic engagement’ mean? What kind of practices, organisations and
attitudes does it involve?
2. What is a ‘just’ society? What characteristics must it have? You might consider ideas like freedom,
equality, prosperity, health, community, power or other qualities.
3. Who, if anyone, do you think is responsible for creating a just society? Below is spectrum. The left
extreme represents the belief that justice is the responsibility solely of people as individuals. The right
extreme represents the belief that justice is the responsibility solely of groups and organisations (e.g. the
government, faith communities, ethnic groups etc.). Mark with an X the point on the spectrum that best
represents your view.
Individual
responsibility

Collective
responsibility
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4. How much, if at all, do you think the state (i.e. the national government) should be involved in the
creation of a just society? Below is another spectrum. The right extreme represents the belief that the state
should have no role whatsoever in the creation of a just society. The left extreme represents the belief that
justice can be achieved solely through the mechanisms of the state. Mark with an X the point on the
spectrum that best represents your view
State totally
State sole
uninvolved
mechanism
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5. What should faith communities’ relationship to society be? Below is yet another spectrum. The left
extreme represents the belief that the church, or other religious institutions, should be totally separate
from mainstream society. The right extreme represents the belief that society should be run by religious
institutions. Mark with an X the point on the spectrum that best represents your view.
Church totally
separate

Church runs
society
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1.

REV. MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.
NONVIOLENT DIRECT ACTION

Martin Luther King Jr. is one of the most well-known political activists in North American history and continues
to be an example for many.
Read the Prophet Bio for Martin Luther King, read the selected quotations and listen to the online clips
of some of his public speeches. https://awakeningproject.ca/2020/09/03/on-martin-luther-king-jr/
Questions for discussion and/or reflection:

- If you are familiar with the Christian or Hebrew Scriptures, do you notice any allusions or direct
references to Scripture in Martin Luther King’s speeches?
- Why do you think King did this? What role does a Scriptural imagination play in his approach to political
engagement? Is this similar or different to how you relate to Scripture?
- Martin Luther King advocated for nonviolent direct action. This involves things like mass organised
boycotts, disobeying unjust laws, protest marches and voluntary arrest. Have you ever participated in this
kind of civic engagement? Do you think it is effective? What are/were the alternatives in the fight for
racial justice?
- Many times, church congregations were of fundamental importance in organising communities’
involvement in these direct-action campaigns. Why do you think this is? Are churches, and other faithbased community groups, still an important element of political engagement? Should they be?
- Are there any instances of injustice today that would inspire you to engage in nonviolent direct action?

2.

REV. WILLIAM BARBER

COMMUNITY ORGANISATION

Rev. William Barber, who is alive today, continues Martin Luther King’s legacy of civic engagement.
Read the Prophet Bio for William Barber, read the selected quotations and listen to/watch the online
materials.
Questions for discussion and/or reflection:

- In what ways do you see Martin Luther King’s influence in William Barber’s life and work? How do you
think this has helped Rev. William Barber both as an individual and as the leader of various activism
projects?
- Are there any famous figures from history whose legacy you would like to continue?
- William Barber is deeply rooted in his own Christian tradition. He also emphatically promotes people
from all social groups and faith traditions working together for justice. Many people find it difficult to
integrate what feels like a private faith with public life in this way. If you are part of a faith tradition, how
able do you feel to integrate it with public justice activism?
- William Barber advocates community organisation as a political tool for citizen engagement. This
involves creating ways for diverse groups of people who live in a community to come together, share
experiences and speak with one unified voice to their local power structures (in this case, the
government). How organised do you think your community is right now? Are churches and other places of
worship still a practical way to organise communities? If not, what other ways are there to organise a
community?

3.

CINDY BLACKTSTOCK
GOING TO THE COURTS

Cindy Blackstock is an indigenous leader in Canada and has 25 years of experience in social work and legal
advocacy for the rights of indigenous people.
Visit the page on Cindy Blackstock on the Awakening Project website and listen to/watch the materials
posted. https://awakeningproject.ca/2020/07/02/cindyblackstock/
Questions for discussion and/or reflection:

- Cindy Blackstock has used legal action against the Canadian government as a strategy for social justice.
What are the benefits of appealing to courts of law in social justice activism? What are the disadvantages?
Do you think it is an effective strategy?
- For Cindy Blackstock, the lack of implementation of government policies is a major contributor to social
injustice for indigenous people in Canada. What do you think would make the government more likely to
follow through with its policies?
- What, if any, is the relationship between human rights and religion? What is the basis for our conviction
that all humans everywhere are endowed with inalienable rights?

4. CHIEF OREN LYONS
CHANGING THE NARRATIVE

Chief Oren Lyons is a politically engaged native American who has offered a perspective on American
democracy that few are familiar with.
Read the Prophet Bio for Chief Oren Lyons, read the selected quotations and watch the online
materials. https://awakeningproject.ca/2020/09/03/on-chief-oren-lyons/
Questions for discussion and/or reflection:

- Were you aware of the role of indigenous people in the history of democracy in North America?
- What role does our understanding of history and identity have in our contemporary politics? Does
enlarging, or even revising, our narratives of history and identity constitute a kind of political
engagement? What public narratives do you think we most urgently need to revisit?
- Chief Oren Lyons has argued that we need to shift our focus away from rights towards responsibilities
and relationships. What do you think our responsibilities are as citizens? Should these responsibilities
be understood as belonging to individuals or to groups?
- Relationships with the non-human world are important for Oren Lyons understanding of a just society.
What connections can you think of between land and social justice? Are these connections applicable
to issues beyond environmentalism and indigenous reconciliation?
- How similar or different are the approaches of Oren Lyons, Martin Luther King, William Barber and
Cindy Blackstock to political engagement? What are the main similarities? In what ways are they
complementary and in what ways are they in tension?

5. PETE SEEGER
USING THE VOICE OF ART

Pete Seeger was an American social activist and folk singer. He was known for his protest music and
he was blacklisted in the 1950’s by government authorities.
Visit the page on Pete Seeger on the Awakening Project website and listen to/watch the
materials posted. https://awakeningproject.ca/2020/07/02/pete-seeger-forever-young/
Questions for discussion and/or reflection:

- Why is protest music a powerful tool in political activism?
- What other kinds of art can be used in protest?
- In Why we can’t wait, Martin Luther King wrote that ‘Freedom songs are the soul of the [civil rights]
movement […] We sing the freedom songs today for the same reason the slaves sang them, because
we too are in bondage and the songs add hope to our determination that “We will overcome, Black and
white together, We shall overcome someday” ’ (Signet Classics, page 64). Do you know of any other
social justice movements where song or another art form has been central?
- Sometimes religious music is used as protest music. Do you know any hymns, religious songs or
songs written by religious people that could be considered a kind of protest music?

6. EMMA ORBACH
CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTIONS

Emma Orbach lives in a low impact community in Wales that is completely off-grid. She describes
herself as a conscientious objector in modern culture. A conscientious objector is someone who
refuses to participate in an activity because of deeply held religious or moral objections. Conscientious
objectors often suffer serious negative consequences for having chosen not to comply with mainstream
expectations.
Visit the page on Emma Orbach on the Awakening Project website and watch the video about
her house. https://awakeningproject.ca/2020/07/02/living-close-to-nature-in-the-welsh-woods/
Questions for discussion and/or reflection:

- Why do you think Emma Orbach’s considers herself as conscientious objector? What is it that she
has chosen not to participate in?
- Conscientious objection is normally associated with those who refuse to participate in war. Emma
Orbach considers the strategy in much broader terms. Can you think of any parts of mainstream
society that you think it is morally wrong to participate in? What would the consequences be if you did
not participate in it?
- Are there any parts of mainstream society that your faith calls you not to participate in?
- Do you consider conscientious objection a kind of political activism? If so, do you think it is effective?

7. OSCAR ROMERO
PAYING THE ULTIMATE PRICE

Oscar Romero was a Catholic Archbishop in El Salvador who was assassinated in 1980 because of his
outspoken defence of the poor. He was declared a martyr by Pope Francis in 2015 and canonized as a
saint in 2018.
Read the Prophet Bio for Oscar Romero, read the selected quotations and watch the online
materials. https://awakeningproject.ca/2020/09/03/oscar-romero/
Questions for discussion and/or reflection:

- In Christianity, to be declared a martyr it must be clear that the person was killed specifically because
of their faith. With this in mind, what do you think makes Romero a martyr (as opposed to simply a
victim)?
- Why do you think Oscar Romero was willing to risk his life in order to give voice to the suffering of the
poor?
- How do you feel when you hear Romero’s story?
- Almost by definition, martyrdom cannot be a premeditated strategy for social justice. It is an extreme
event that no one should actively pursue. However, when it happens, it often has a powerful effect
those connected to it. What do you think the lasting legacy of Oscar Romero’s sacrifice is? How can it
impact our lives today?

CONCLUSION
LISTENING DEEPLY

We have briefly looked at the life and witness of seven people who could be considered ‘prophetic’
because of there courageous and public defense of justice in the realm of politics.
Whatever our own political and religious perspectives, it is important to listen to voices like theirs as we
seek to build a more just 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 seven prophetic voices, have any of your perspectives changed or broadened? Which?
To conclude, think about the following reflection questions:
- Which of the seven people discussed in the guide inspire you most?
- Of the different causes they represent, which do you think is most urgent?
- Of the seven strategies of civic engagement discussed, which resonates with you most? Which do
you think are the most effective? Which do you feel able to participate in?
o Nonviolent direct action
o Community organisation
o Going to the courts
o Changing the narrative
o Using the voice of art
o Conscientious objection
o Paying the ultimate price
- If you are a person of faith, do you feel that these causes and strategies 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/

