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activist’s way is expected in Tibet
During the Beijing 2008 Olympics this summer, lhadon 
Tethong was at the helm of the free Tibet protests. Her blog 
(beijingwideopen.org) got her arrested in China in 2007, but 
she was released after a day because of international pres-
sure.

She also worked on the direct action protests that helped 
stop the World Bank from funding China’s population trans-
fer project in 2000. 

“It was clear, since I was little, that the biggest issue af-
fecting my life, my family, my heart and conscience, was the 
Tibetan issue. . . . I was lucky that that path was so clear,” said 
Tethong, now executive director for Students for a Free Tibet 

International.
Activism was never really a choice. 

It is “a way of life expected of Tibetans 
in our community,” she said. Her in-
fluences include an Anglican mother, 
a Buddhist father and a grandfather in-
volved in the anti-apartheid movement 
in South Africa. She credits the Ruckus 
Society, a California-based activist train-
ing organization, with really teaching 
the free Tibet movement how to step off 
the curb and to act “in really direct non-

violent but confrontational ways.” 
She said she always knew change was possible, but now 

she knows how to achieve it. “Right now the whole path of 
non-violence is one I believe is the practical and strategic path 
for Tibetans. If we have a truly non-violent movement that 
is active non-violence, in the Gandhian sense . . . this is the 
best way to undermine the power of the Chinese government 
– and to win.” 

“The only thing I don’t like about the word activism, or 
boxing people into these categories, is that it then sort of takes 
the responsibility away from all the other people who aren’t 
necessarily doing this full time.” Her agenda? “I want to, just 
quite simply, as soon as possible, and in the most constructive 
way help put an end to the occupation of Tibet, help bring back 
freedom and rights and happiness to the Tibetan people.” 

What do not-so-average, peace, social justice, 
environmental and feminist activists think 
about their chosen vocation? Geez freelancer 
anna Bowen caught up with seven activists 
– from militant to contemplative – and asked 
them to explain themselves. Who inspires 
them? how does spirituality and activism con-
nect? What’s their ‘agenda’? Should everyone 
be a front-line radical or prophet?

If we have a truly 
non-violent movement 

. . . this is the best 
way to undermine the 
power of the chinese 

government.  
– Lhadon Tethong, Students 

for a Free Tibet International

Tithe your time for peace
A radical Jesuit priest with a sense of humour, John Dear 
has been arrested 75 times for his acts of civil disobedience. 
Heck, this Catholic priest describes himself as an “ex-con.” 
For 28 years he’s organized demonstrations and sought to 
engage the public and the media. 

Top goals? Get ready for them: abolish nuclear weapons, 
end executions, end hunger, and, of course, end all war. “I’m 
actually very serious about that, though it 
might seem a little crazy.” 

For Dear, activism is engaging in 
“creative public action for positive social 
change, for the benefit of all people and 
for all of creation.” He said in an interview 
that although it might seem like activism is dead, it’s the 
United States’ media that is to blame. “Dr. King would never 
be allowed to speak in the United States now,” he said, “the 
media has been totally co-opted by the Pentagon.” 

“We’re up against this big empire – that is the long-haul 
work in the United States. You just have to keep at it.” As 
he travels the country speaking and raising awareness, Dear 
finds persistent groups and communities holding vigils and 
protesting and doing the gritty work of making social change. 
“I want the world to change,” he said, but “the God of peace 
is going to change it.” And that’s going to happen through 
grassroots, non-violent movements, he added.

In terms of faith and politics Dear said he’s trying to fol-
low Jesus the “non-violent activist.” “Jesus is breaking laws 
and healing people and hanging out with the poor and loving 
enemies and then he does civil disobedience and eventually 
the empire kills him – and I’m trying to do the same thing,” 
he said. 

He’s inspired by people like peace activists Phillip and 
Daniel Berrigan, anarchist Catholic priests from the 1960s 
who sparked anti-war movements in the U.S. But he’s also 
inspired by activists across the country, the ones who are 
“just plugging away” for peace.

“I would say that working for peace and justice is the spiri-
tual life.” The problem is, however, “most people of faith sup-
port war and injustice and greed and destruction. And so I con-
clude that . . . they don’t understand the non-violence of God.”

Does everyone have to be out in the streets? “Doing noth-
ing in the face of so much injustice in the world means that 
you are a part of the problem.” We can all offer something. 
“Not everybody has to be on the front lines or go to prison . . . 
but everybody’s got to tithe their time for peace and justice.” 

John Dear will be speaking in Winnipeg, January 24, 2009, at 
the University of Winnipeg. His new autobiography, A Persistent 
Peace: One Man’s Struggle for a Non-violent World, and other 
writings are described on his website, johndear.org.

you just have  
to keep at it.  
– John Dear, peace 

activist, Catholic priest
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Worship, take it to the streets
He’s an activist but also a theologian. Hence, when ched myers 
was asked to define activism, he gave a three-fold definition:

First, an activist is someone “who does not assume that nothing 
can be done,” said Myers who lives in a small intentional com-

munity in Oak View, California, and is a “theo-
logical animator” with Bartimaeus Cooperative 
Ministries. We live in a “spectator culture” 
where people feel paralyzed when it comes to 
making a difference, he said. 

Second, activism is about “expressing de-
mocracy through the feet and the hands rather 
than just through the ballot box.” This includes 

street action, nonviolent direct action and public liturgy. 
Third, activism is about “building capacity.” This involves the 

“behind the scenes” work of education and analysis, said Myers, 
who’s been doing all three forms of activism for the past 30-35 
years.

He places a special emphasis on public liturgy – an expression 
coined by Bill Wylie-Kellermann, an interpreter of William String-
fellow, one of the great radical Christian writers of the 20th cen-
tury, said Myers. 

Public liturgy takes the rituals of religion into the streets in or-
der to “change the geography of worship.” Like, for example, hav-
ing a prayer service at the site of a nuclear missile silo. 

“The people arresting you say, ‘Why don’t you have a prayer 
service at home or in church?’ Well, the point precisely is to say 
that the ground you consider sacred, that we’re not supposed to 
trespass against, is actually protecting property that doesn’t have 
a right to exist in God’s eyes. Namely, weapons of mass destruc-
tion.”

Myers’ goals include speaking truth to power, bearing witness 
and figuring out ways to organize within marginalized communi-
ties. The “agenda” is always changing, depending on the campaign. 
It could be “to help people unsilence their voice” or to “distribute 
goods more equitably.”

More mentorship is something activists need, said Myers. “Ac-
tivists don’t get a lot of love from the culture,” he said, “so it’s im-
portant that we have mentors, particularly for young activists.” 

His own mentors include the Berrigan brothers, Elizabeth 
McAlistair and Rev. Nelson and Joyce Johnson of the Beloved Com-
munity Center in Greensboro, North Carolina. “Poor people are 
mentors in a hundred different ways,” he said. “They mentor par-
ticularly middle class people to see the way the world is from the 
perspective of the poor.” 

Should everyone get off the chair and do something? “Yes,” he 
said, and added a “but”: “If by activism one only means the classic 
organizer figure that is very public, no I don’t think everyone is 
called to that,” he said. “There are many different kinds of activ-
ists, including contemplatives, and people who are way behind the 
scenes, people who may never get out on the street.”

Deconstruct the label, then 
reclaim it
Jessica yee is unashamedly an activist. “I’m not 
afraid of labels,” she said. “As an Aboriginal person 
I’m used to deconstructing and reclaiming them.” 
Being an activist is her “life sustenance.” “It’s what 
I live, what I breathe and what I dream about – it is 
all things that are life to me, and I can’t exist in this 
world without being an activist.”

Now 22, she’s been active since age 11 when she 
spoke out in her Catholic school. She’s an Indigenous 
Chinese-Mohawk, pro-choice, anti-racist activist who 
works with Canadians for Choice and the Canadian 
Centre for Policy Alternatives, a left-of-centre research 
centre. She is also founder of the Native Youth Sexual 
Health Network and national coordinator for Taking 
Action!, an art and Aboriginal youth leadership proj-
ect for HIV Prevention. 

“A lot of people think that ‘activist’ means that you 
have to be out there at a protest. But the same person 
who stands up and tells their parents, for example, 
that they don’t want to be treated that way, that’s abso-
lutely a form of activism,” said Yee, who has had her 
car spray-painted and has received hate mail. 

“My activist agenda is for autonomy and sover-
eignty and self determination of peoples’ rights over 
their own bodies. Because we talk about . . . land but 
we don’t talk about the body.”

For role models, Yee looks to her mother – “grow-
ing up, being pro-choice and being a feminist was 
not a choice,” to midwife and Mohawk activist Katsi 
Cook, and to Salish author Lee Maracle. 

Maracle helped her see the activism and feminism 
within her own Aboriginal culture. “I would credit her 
with me being able to identify as an Indigenous femi-
nist, [she] really helped me 
intersect feminism and what 
our women have always be-
lieved in.” World-changing is 
unique for Yee because of the 
path she navigates. “I want to 
change my own world,” said 
Yee, “and as an Aboriginal per-
son I am walking in multiple worlds all the time, so I 
need to advocate for that middle path for myself.” 

“Within the activist movement . . . there is a lot 
of ostracism and judgment.” Yee said that activist 
culture often puts a box around what “success” looks 
like. That kind of attitude – the one that says if you 
are caught with a Big Mac you’re out of the club – ex-
cludes folks in her community. Rather than being 
subjected to elitism, she said “people just need to be 
awakened to [activism] and be invited into it and in-
cluded in it.” 

“activists don’t 
get a lot of love 

from the culture.’
– Ched Myers, theological 

animator, Bartimaeus 

Cooperative Ministries

‘We talk about . . . 
land but we don’t 
talk about the body.’ 
– Jessica Yee, Canadians 

for Choice
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I prefer the term ‘world-changer’
al Tizon is director of the Word and Deed Network of Evan-
gelicals for Social Action. In the 80s and early 90s he worked 
in his native Philippines as an organizer in two squatter 
communities in Metro-Manila, helping obtain land rights 
for 80 families and rebuilding communities in the Zam-
bales province after the eruption of Mt. Pinatubo in 1991.

He’s cautious about the label “activist” and prefers the 
idea of being a “world-changer.” 

“When I hear those words, it’s like, ‘Yesss, I want to be 
part of something big. I don’t want to waste my time on 
things – I want to be part of something that’s really truly 
transforming things,’” he said. “When I remember the God 
I serve, I’m comfortable using lofty phrases like ‘change our 
world.’ ”

Tizon said his agenda is about “the sanctity of life on ev-
ery level.” He is inspired by the Filipino non-violent peoples’ 
movement of the 80s where hundreds of thousands of pro-
testors – including entire families – overthrew corrupt dic-
tator Ferdinand Marcos. Some sat down in front of tanks, 
nuns and priests knelt down and prayed in front of them. 
“That continues to be an example to me of what can happen 
when people are willing to sacrifice themselves for the sake 

of justice.” 
The role of activists? He said their 

job is to motivate others to be ready. “Dr. 
King? Yeah, he marched and did all those 
things, but primarily he was the voice 
who inspired millions of people across 
cultural, racial lines and class lines – he 
motivated us to stand up for equality. 
And that’s what an activist does.” 

For Tizon, activism or justice work has everything to do 
with his faith. “I think that what I do for the community 
and the world is an extension of . . . what I myself have ex-
perienced. And that experience comes from, unashamedly, 
a relationship with God.” Tizon is lost when he tries to un-
derstand how secular activists are motivated for change. “I 
know for me, without God I would not care.”

a practitioner of something better
As a co-founder of The Simple Way community in Phila-
delphia, activist, author and speaker, Shane claiborne has 
caused a stir in evangelical Christian circles, modeling 
community life after the early church and taking cues from 
movements like the Catholic Worker. 

He was also part of a successful lawsuit against the New 
York Police Department. They protested the rough treat-
ment of street people in connection with former mayor 
Rudy Giuliani’s “street sweeping” program. (See Claiborne’s 
Irresistible Revolution for the story.)

He is not interested in the negativ-
ity that is sometimes associated with 
activism. “Ultimately, the best activist 
is a practitioner of something better 
than what already exists.” 

Claiborne’s religious beliefs are 
central. “I certainly believe that God is 
fully capable of annihilating injustice 
without us,” he said. “And yet I think that the absolute magi-
cal brilliance of God is that God chooses to invite us into the 
work of redemption.” 

“God is not dependent on our strength. That is actually 
the imperial vision – that we need strength and arms and 
power to change the world. God works best through weak-
ness – that’s the irony I think.” 

Does Claiborne wish the whole world would join his 
movement, living in solidarity with the poor? Not necessar-
ily: “One of my African American sisters says, ‘What I’ve 
come to see through being a part of a lot of downwardly-
mobile, white privileged communities is that we have a God 
of mobility. We all have to be moving – out of oppression or 
out of privilege and meeting each other to create the beloved 
community,’ and I think that was really brilliant.” 

For Claiborne, then, activism is different for different 
people. And there are pitfalls even within the activist sub-
culture. “If there’s anything I’ve learned from activist sub-
culture, it’s that you can have all the right answers and still 
be mean to people. It’s that kind of self-righteousness that 
people loathe within conservative Christianity, but if we’re 
not careful we have a similar self-righteousness in our own 
circles.” 

Claiborne’s day-to-day role model is Sister Margaret 
McKenna, a gentle 80-year-old Catholic nun. “She’s as non-
violent as they get!” he laughed. “I’ve seen her interact with 
tremendous violence, from people with perceived authority 
that have pepper sprayed her, pushed her to the ground . . . 
and yet the way that she responds is so redemptive because 
she has this look in her eye that says, ‘You’re better than the 
worst things you do.’ ”

‘yesss . . . I want  
to be part of  

something big.’
– Al Tizon, Word and 

Deed Network, Evangeli-

cals for Social Action

‘God is not depen-
dent on our strength. 
That is actually the 
imperial vision.’
– Shane Claiborne,  

The Simple Way
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‘We could be 
on the verge of 

something.’ 
– John Clarke, Ontario 

Coalition Against Poverty

Build capacity where needed
“I suppose that’s a clinically accurate term,” said John clarke 
when I asked him if he identifies as an activist. Clarke is the 
spokesperson and mainstay of Toronto’s OCAP, the Ontario 
Coalition Against Poverty. Known in the media as a fire-
brand radical activist, 47-year old Clarke takes his political 
cues from the history of trade unions, movements of unem-
ployed workers in the 1930s, and poor peoples’ movements 
across the globe.

Clarke sees activists as “people who are actually chal-
lenging the status quo, people who are actually fighting at 
some level for social justice.” He said over the last couple 
of years there has been “a sort of rejection of the so-called 
charismatic, activist leader.” Instead, there is an emphasis 
on “bringing people into the movements who are the real 
constituency of that movement.”

OCAP aims to mobilize and build capacity within com-
munities that are “under attack” and seen as powerless 
and marginalized. This brings “actual political power that 
enables them to win things.” He hopes that OCAP is “not 

fighting this kind of primarily defensive 
struggle” but is actually working towards 
building the “kind of world we want to 
live in.”

With a general anti-capitalist bias, 
OCAP still seeks for ways to engage 
capitalism. Whether everyone should 
flood into the streets in protest may be a 

moot point for Clarke. The feeling in many anarchist activist 
movements now is that the wake of the U.S. market crash 
will leave room for renewed uprisings and resistances. “By 
definition a system of injustice, however brutal it might be, 
in the end it has to rest on a certain level of acquiescence,” he 
said. “But there comes a time when that suddenly changes 
overnight – and we could be on the verge of something just 
like that – people are going to be in a position to mobilize on 
a scale that is much greater than in the past and has much 
more political effect than in the past. I think the conditions 
are being created where that’s going to happen.” 

The solutions “are not going to be at the expense of hu-
manity,” Clarke said, “ but are going to be at the expense of 
the system.”

Anna Bowen is a freelance writer living in Toronto, Ontario.




